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While much research has been conducted on the ‘family’ in Singapore, the focus has been 
primarily on general demographic patterns such low fertility rates, delayed and non-
marriages, and marital dissolutions (e.g. Tai 1975; Jones 2007; Straughan, Chan, and Jones 
2009). The predilection towards the nuclear family as the point of reference in such research 
unfortunately reinforces the ‘normality’ of the nuclear family (Quah 2015)—leading to the 
‘peculiar eclipsing’ (Smith 1987) of other empirically-existing families in Singapore. 
Moreover, even where research is done, such studies tend to focus on the purported ill-effects 
of single-parenthood—exhibiting both gendered and ethno-racial biases, as in the case of 
‘dysfunctional Malay families’ headed by low-income single-mothers (e.g. Ng and Ho 2007; 
Muhd. Nadim 2013). 
Apart from a few studies on the lived experiences of single-parents in Singapore (e.g. 
Wong et al. 2004; Glendinning, Smith, and Mumtaz, 2015), ethnographic accounts of the 
everyday lives of single-mothers are rarely included in the current scholarship on family 
studies in Singapore.  This thesis thus seeks to fill this ‘gap’ by examining the everyday 
experiences of both divorced and widowed Malay single-mothers in Singapore. Through 
ethnographic interviews, I examine the difficulties they encounter in negotiating the dual 
demands of breadwinning and caregiving for their families, in relation to the adequacy of 
both formal (primarily public social assistance schemes) and informal (kin and kith) support 
that are available to these mothers.  
The everyday experiences of the 25 Malay (and mostly low-income) single-mothers I 
spoke to illuminate their everyday struggles in effectively fulfilling the breadwinning and 
caregiving responsibilities for their families despite the availability of the aforementioned 
support, thus putting them in a situation of economic precarity. For the lower-income 
vi 
 
mothers, their precarious economic situation is confounded by the fact that their informal 
support is often fraught with difficulties, and in some cases, the much needed informal 
support is not available to them. Furthermore, the mothers’ experiences with the formal 
support system reveal the various contradictions and inadequacies in the social assistance 
schemes in Singapore—presenting various ‘Catch 22s’ and conundrums to these mothers.  
Yet, despite all the structural constraints, the mothers are able to effectively work with 
whatever little they have to create viable and meaningful lives for themselves, and more 
importantly, their children—exhibiting the capacity for self-determination. Such self-
determination, I argue, can only be fully realised with adequate formal support. Based on 
these experiences, I suggest some recommendations to the existing policies, as well as 
alternative policies that the various state agencies can consider embarking on.  



















This research started from an apparently innocuous curiosity based on my personal 
experiences. Growing up in a low-income, ‘single-mother family’ living in a rented 
apartment, the lack of money was a constant worry for my mother. There were indeed times 
when even food was scarce. Yet, through it all, I saw how my mother made sure that neither 
my sister nor I were short-changed and all our basic needs met. There was always food, even 
in small amounts, and there was always school pocket money for us. My mother always made 
sure that our school attire was clean and neatly ironed; at the start of every school year, our 
textbooks were properly labelled with our names and classes, and also wrapped in plastic 
sheets (bought in rolls to save cost, and meticulously cut to size) to keep the textbooks clean. 
Though lacking in educational credentials, my mother always ensured that my sister and I 
completed our homework before going to bed. All these were over and above her primary 
responsibility as the sole breadwinner of the family. And my mother took on these 
responsibilities virtually single-handedly as she was estranged from her own family after her 
divorce.  
Yet, the dominant discourse on single-parent families in Singapore constantly 
highlights the supposed perils of single-parent families, such as the negative impact on 
children (Quah 2016). More importantly, these discourses are often laced with essentialist 
ethno-racial and gendered undertones; in short, such discourses are typically slanted towards 
‘dysfunctional Malay families1’ headed by low-income2 single-mothers. However, my own 
experiences of growing up in a low-income, single-mother family greatly depart from these 
                                                          
1
 I discuss this in Section B, and in detail in Chapter 3.  
 
2
 The operational parameters of ‘low-income’ will be explicated at length in Chapter 2. 
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dominant discourses, as the preceding paragraph has highlighted. Indeed, such a disjuncture 
between my growing up years and the dominant, ethno-racialised
3
 discourse on single-
mothers piqued my interest in the topic of the everyday lives of low-income Malay single-
mothers in Singapore.  
B. Research significance: Gaps in the literature on single-mothers in     
           Singapore 
 
In 2015, the Ministry of Social Development and Family (MSF) provided rarely-available
4
 
statistics on family-based, single-parent households—defined as “two-generation households 
headed by divorced/separated, widowed and never-married parents living with at least one 
child in the same household” (MSF 2015a:2). Notably, these statistics did not provide a 
breakdown by gender and combined both the never-married and widowed in one category. 
The report did, however, note an increasing proportion of these family-based, single-parent 
households with children between 2000 and 2014. For the divorced/separated category, the 
proportion was 38,400 in 2014, as compared to 24,500 in 2000. Similarly, in the widowed 
and never-married category, the proportion was 43,300 in 2014, as compared to 38,600 in 
2000 (MSF 2015a:22). Given that mothers are most likely to be the custodial parent in 
divorce/separation cases (Straughan 2009:76), and the overwhelming proportion of widows 
                                                          
3
 I use the term ‘ethno-racial’ instead of only ‘ethnicity’ or ‘race’ due to the fact that in Singapore, there are 
considerable overlaps and interchangeability in the usage of these two terms in public discourses. But rather 
than taking on a culturally-reductionistic view (Chua 1996; Lily Rahim 1998), I use the term to debunk such 
views by highlighting the structural dimension, or what Zinn and Dill (1996:322-323) refer to as the “primary 




 Prior to this, the exact statistics on single-parent families were indeed hard to find. Works tended to rely on 




with children based on records from past national censuses (Mehta 2002), we can safely 
extrapolate that most of these family-based, single-parent households are headed by mothers
5
. 
For single-mothers, apart from being the primary caregivers for their children (and 
other dependants), they also have to undertake the responsibility of being the sole 
breadwinner. Indeed, studies have demonstrated how single-mothers (particularly low-
income ones) face many barriers to paid employment, such as the lack of suitable child care 
alternatives, and decent paying jobs to meet the financial demands of their families (Cook 
2012; Mason 2003; Millar 2008). As Dowd (1997:20) notes: “like most women, single 
mothers most frequently work in service and blue-collar jobs. The low earning capacity of 
women’s work, coupled with continuing job segregation [by gender] are fundamental sources 
of the problem [of economic hardship]”.  
Despite such empirical evidence, local research that falls under the banner of ‘family 
studies’ has largely been confined to studies on demographic patterns of dwindling birth 
rates, delayed marriages and non-marriages, and an increasingly ageing population. As Lian 
and Tong (2002:8) argue, the themes surrounding ‘family studies’ research in Singapore have 
been limited to “policy-driven issues such as family formation, fertility, and marriage 
decisions.” Furthermore, these studies tend to take on a functionalist approach to the ‘family’, 
by focusing on the nuclear family household as a point of reference (Quah 2015). Even where 
research is conducted, studies tend to highlight the ramifications that single-mothers would 
have on their children’s well-being—especially in the local Malay community. The issue of 
‘broken/dysfunctional families’—which is often presumed to contribute to teenage 
pregnancies, juvenile delinquencies, and a lag in educational attainment—has been a central 
issue in the dominant discourse on the ‘Malay social problem’ (e.g. Ng and Ho 2007; Muhd. 
                                                          
5
 There is indeed very little publicly available statistics on never-married single-mothers (Glendinning, Smith, 
and Mumtaz 2015), making it difficult to ascertain the exact numbers of those living in the same household with 
their children.  
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Nadim 2013). As Moore (1996:62) argued, “the easy elision between female heads of 
household [including single-mothers], teenage pregnancies and dysfunctional families works 
to make these linkages seem obvious and pre-given.”  
Taken together, this scholarship, and the focus on nuclear families in ‘family studies’ 
research in Singapore, ultimately lead to what Dorothy Smith (1987) calls the ‘peculiar 
eclipsing’ of other familial forms in academic literature, and more importantly, in public 
discourses which often rely on such studies as ‘evidence’ of the importance of the nuclear 
family (more on this in Chapter 3). Beyond discourses, feminist(-oriented) scholars have also 
noted that the Singapore Government’s (hereafter referred to as ‘the state’) ‘pro-family’ 
policies discriminate against those who fall outside of the nuclear family mould. For instance, 
the Housing and Development Board’s (HDB) housing policies, which by and large require 
the formation of a ‘family nucleus’ (typically through heterosexual marriage), inevitably puts 
single-parents—especially unwed single mothers—at a disadvantage (Lyons 2004; Oswin 
2009). Moreover, even for divorcee mothers, the housing policy that disallows a matrimonial 
flat to be continually co-owned with their former spouses—and having to find their own 
accommodation by forming a new ‘family nucleus’ with their children—presents an added 
barrier (Teo 2011).  
A related and more crucial issue has to do with social welfare provisions. Scholars 
have noted that state welfare provisions (such public financial assistance policies) in East 
Asia are largely directed at the nuclear family household, rather than universal provisions for 
all family forms. For instance, in his comparative analysis of Hong Kong, Japan, South 
Korea, Taiwan, and Singapore, Asphalter notes that “in East Asia, clear preference has been 
given to the nuclear family [as a household unit] and the market in welfare provision, while 
limiting the welfare function of the state largely to the regulative role in social welfare 
policy” (Asphalter 2006:298). Indeed, social welfare in Singapore is a temporary stop-gap 
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measure dependent on the fulfilment of certain pre-requisites: “Recipients of state assistance 
are ultimately expected to be self-reliant; to be willing to work if they are able-bodied; and to 
reach out to the ‘family as ﬁrst line of support’” (Teo 2013:387). With the idea of ‘self-
reliance’ hinged narrowly on full-time employment, single-mothers in Singapore are thus 
“treated more as ‘workers’ than as ‘mothers’” (Wee 2007:59). This, Wee (2007) argues, 
makes it difficult for single-mothers to juggle the breadwinning and caregiving 
responsibilities for their families, especially for low-income single-mothers.  
In sum, the current corpus of research referred to earlier have either led to the 
eclipsing of the experiences of low-income single-mothers—either by focusing on nuclear 
families, or highlighting the supposed ‘perils’ that (Malay) low-income single-mothers bring 
to their child(ren), as in the case of ‘family studies’ in Singapore; or alluded to the difficulties 
low-income single-mothers face in fulfilling the responsibilities of breadwinning and 
caregiving for their children, by providing insights into the discriminatory effects of the 
state’s ‘pro-family’ policies, and also the lack of universal welfare provisions—as in the case 
of the feminist(-oriented) studies. With the exception of some qualitative-oriented studies on 
the experiences of single-parents in general (Kok, Liao & Rickar 1993; Wong et al. 2004; 
Glendinning, Smith, and Mumtaz, 2015), divorcees’ experiences (Quah 2015) and low-
income Singaporeans, including single-parents (Saharah Abu Bakar 2008; Mathi and 
Sharifah Mohamed 2011; Smith et. al 2015), there is evidently a ‘gap’ in empirical research 
on the actual everyday experiences of low-income single-mothers in Singapore—particularly 






C. Research Problematic:  
 
This thesis thus seeks to fill this ‘gap’ by focusing on the lived, everyday experiences of low-
income Malay single-mothers in Singapore. To offer enhanced understanding of their 
everyday lives I ask: how do low-income Malay single-mothers negotiate the dual 
responsibilities of being breadwinners as well as caregivers for their families? More 
specifically, I seek to investigate: (a) the everyday experiences of low-income Malay single-
mothers in negotiating
6
 the demands of—and difficulties they encounter from—being the 
breadwinners and caregivers of their families, in relation to; (b) the sources, and more 
importantly the adequacy, of both formal and informal support that are available to them.  
Indeed, given the dual responsibilities, scholars have noted the pivotal importance of 
adequate formal and informal support for single-mothers (Paterson 2001; Sidel 2006). By 
‘formal support’, I mean primarily the ComCare Short-to-Medium Term Assistance7, 
children’s maintenance support from their former spouses, and child and student care 
subsidies that are available to these mothers. Beyond provision, I explore the experiences of 
mothers who have been, or are still on these schemes and subsidies—in terms of the whole 
bureaucratic process (i.e. pre-requisites, application, approval, renewal etc.), types of 
assistance provided, and indeed if the assistance met their families’ needs. Such an 
investigation I argue, is imperative, to interrogate the underlying logics of such policies—in 
order to investigate the adequacy of the current formal support system.  
Conversely, ‘informal support’ here refers primarily to the mothers’ network of 
family members and friends. Similarly, to investigate the adequacy, I explored the frequency 
                                                          
6
 I shall defer to the next chapter on the conceptualisation of ‘negotiation’ in this thesis. 
  
7
 Established in 2005, MSF’s ComCare Endowment Fund provides assistance primarily for low-income 
Singaporeans. The ComCare Short-to-Medium Term Assistance and the Long-Term Assistance (also known as 
Public Assistance) schemes are two of the six schemes (most relevant to this thesis) that fall under this fund. See 




of their help-seeking from family members and friends, types of assistance rendered to them, 
and more importantly, if their help-seeking from family members and friends are related to 
the formal support system. 
As will be shown in this thesis, the lack of adequate formal policies, confounded by 
limitations in their informal support, make it hard for these mothers to fulfill the dual 
responsibilities of breadwinning and caregiving for their families—particularly for the lower-
income mothers, who make up the bulk of respondents for this thesis. Such inadequacies, I 
argue, place these women in precarious economic positions. Yet, despite such structural 
constraints, the mothers’ everyday experiences concomitantly highlight a ‘capacity for self-
determination’—as they work with whatever little they have to create viable, meaningful 
lives for themselves, and more importantly, their children. I further argue that such capacity 
can only be fully realised with adequate social assistance policies that enable single-mothers 
to balance the demands of breadwinning and caregiving effectively.  
D. Thesis structure: 
 
This chapter has delineated the main research problematic for this thesis. I began from a 
simple observation, based on the disjuncture between my own experiences of growing up in a 
single-mother family and the dominant ethno-racialised discourse on single-mothers. 
Furthermore, a cursory scrutiny of the literature revealed that there is an empirical ‘gap’ in 
the investigation of the everyday lives of single-mothers as breadwinners and caregivers for 
their families. Yet, more than just an empirical gap, this thesis also seeks to fill an 
epistemological gap. In Chapter 2, I specify the methodological considerations of this thesis. 
Drawing on feminist frameworks, I show how this ‘gap’ in the literature is also one of 
epistemology, raising issues on what has been hitherto considered as ‘valid knowledge’ in 
Sociology, and how such ‘objective, scientific knowledge’ is, in actuality, a form of ‘male-
streamness’ (Gardiner 2000). I outline the whole process of ‘navigating the field’—access 
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issues, profiles of the mothers, and methods I employed in generating data for this thesis. I 
further discuss my own positionality vis-à-vis the mothers, the ethical issues that arise during 
the data generation process, and more importantly, the ethical implications during the data 
analysis and writing processes.  
Chapter 3 provides readers with a nuanced view of the contextual background that 
this thesis is set against. In analysing the dominant public discourses on ‘family’ in 
Singapore, I interrogate the notion of the ‘(nuclear) family as the bedrock of Singaporean 
society’, which has often been buttressed by claims of ‘Asian tradition’ (or what I call the 
‘family-tradition pairing’). Drawing on Chang and Song’s (2010) concept of ‘institutionalised 
familism’, I demonstrate how such discourses, in addition to the state’s ‘pro-family’ policies, 
become mechanisms of exclusion—marginalising those who fall outside the narrowly-
defined mould of what constitutes a ‘family’ in Singapore. I argue that the exclusionary 
mechanisms work not only through overt discrimination, but more importantly through the 
production of ‘normality’—which is more effective and enduring since it renders other 
familial forms (in this case, single-mother families) as ‘undesirable’. 
Chapter 4 maps the everyday lives of the mothers I had in-depth conversations with. 
Their experiences illuminate the many structural constraints they encounter in negotiating the 
responsibilities of breadwinning and caregiving for their families. The experiences of lower-
income mothers highlight the ironies and inconsistencies embedded in the state’s social 
assistance policies—the very policies designed to assist them—which ultimately present 
several ‘Catch-22s’ to these mothers. Predicated on a (masculinist) belief of full-time 
employment as the ‘solution’ (or what I call the ‘employment-as-panacea’ model), these 
policies overlook the caregiving responsibilities of these mothers. Coupled with the mothers’ 
informal support—which is often fraught with fragilities and difficulties—their experiences 
reveal that there is evidently a lack of adequate support, which ultimately makes it difficult 
9 
 
for these mothers to fulfill the dual responsibilities. These structural constraints, I argue, 
place these mothers in a position of economic precarity.  
In Chapter 5, I first demonstrate how the single-mothers’ everyday experiences stand 
in stark contrast to the dominant discourses: instead of putting their children at risk, the 
‘work’ that these mothers do in the domestic sphere is pivotal to their children’s continued 
well-being.  Relatedly, these experiences reveal that they are able to work around the 
structural constraints to create viable and meaningful lives for themselves, and more 
importantly, their children—highlighting strength, tenacity, and determination. Based on 
these experiences, I draw on the notion of ‘capacity for self-determination’ to open up a 
theoretical discussion on resistance/dissent—acquiescence/consent that has been integral to 
feminist theorisations on women’s oppression and possible strategies of empowerment. 
By way of a conclusion, Chapter 6 suggests several policy recommendations based on 
the insights generated from this research with single-mothers’ everyday experiences of 
negotiating given social welfare structures. Apart from enhancing existing policies, I propose 













Chapter 2: Methodology 
 
A. Feminist epistemology 
 
Before moving on to the actual methods employed to generate data for this thesis, I first 
discuss the feminist epistemological premises guiding the whole inquiry process. As argued 
in Chapter 1, there is an obvious gap in ethnographic investigations of the everyday lives of 
single-mothers in Singapore. Beyond just an empirical gap, this also represents an 
epistemological chasm. Dorothy Smith (1987) provides a trenchant critique of what she 
describes as the dominant mode of sociological inquiry: a quantitative-oriented positivist 
sociology that severs women’s voices, yet guising this severance with “scientific objectivity” 
(Smith 1987:109). Beyond a quantitative-qualitative quibble
8
, the crucial point here is that 
science itself is a social enterprise deeply embedded in socio-political contexts (e.g. Smith 
1987; Gergen 1988).  
The predilection towards the ‘nuclear family’ in local ‘family studies’ research 
continue to re-ify the state’s stand on the ‘desirability’ of the nuclear family. Moreover, even 
where research is done, these works tend focus on the ‘dangers’ single-mothers have on their 
children’s academic attainment. For example, Ho (2007) highlights how parents play pivotal 
roles in their children’s academic success. Yet, there are evidently gendered and ethno-
racialised undertones. To start, Ho argues that “[e]mpirically, Ng and Ho found that the 
father’s education has a statistical significant influence on the educational attainment of the 
youth: about 16.3% to 16.8% of this economic status is transmitted.” With regards to 
‘dysfunctional families’, the undertones become more apparent:  
 
                                                          
8
 There are indeed feminists who engage in positivist-quantitative works. See Thompson (1992) for a good 
discussion on the quantitative-qualitative debate in feminist methodologies.  
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A divorced mother needs to devote more time in market activities to make a living. As 
a consequence, less time is given to the child in educational supervision. The child 
may also incur some psychological cost as a result of the marital breakup. The 
Emotional Quotient and Social Quotient of a child from a broken family could be 





Policies aiming to enhance upward mobility should therefore take into consideration 
changing trends in the structure of families in Singapore, particularly so in different 
ethnic and social groups […] 5.4% of Malays in the primary one cohort were admitted 
to local publicly funded universities as compared to 30% for the Chinese community 
(Ho 2007:paragraphs 8 and 9
9
, my emphases).  
 
Yet, by employing authoritative terms such as ‘empirically’ and ‘statistically significant’, the 
gendered and ethno-racial undertones are often disguised under ‘scientific objectivity’.  Being 
somewhat at the ‘top’ of the “hierarchy of credibility” (Becker 1967:241), such works often 
act as ‘expert testimonies’—validating the dominant ethno-racialised discourses on single-
mothers (c.f. Quah 2015). Such works deny the experiences of the mothers themselves, as 
they are lived and felt daily—in short, their own knowledge and understandings of their lives. 
It is precisely this epistemological ‘gap’ that I seek to fill.  
This thesis is guided by a feminist standpoint epistemology that recognises and 
privileges women’s experiences as a valid source of knowledge due to their social position: 
they at once are attuned to the dominant (ethno-racialised and gendered) perspectives, and 
their own marginalised and minoritised perspectives, giving them a more holistic view of 
social realities (Hartsock 1983). Rather than beginning my investigation from pre-established 
‘explanations’ (e.g. ‘undesirable effects of single-mothers’), the point of ‘entry’ here is the 
mothers’ everyday experiences (Smith 1987).  
                                                          
9
 See also Siti Hajar (2012) on dominant perspectives with regards to parental supervision and children’s 
educational attainment amongst the Malays in Singapore.  
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I adopt an interpretivist, qualitative approach in undertaking verstehen sociology, 
giving primacy to the meanings the mothers attach to their everyday experiences—not only 
their perspectives, but also the everyday activities they undertake, such as the caregiving 
tasks. As Thompson (1992:12) notes, “[e]xperience […] is more than consciousness. It is also 
activity and adaptation to the conditions in which women live.” In using the term negotiation, 
I seek to highlight how these mothers are active individuals who shape their own lives despite 
constraining structures (Harding 1986) rather than passive victims of oppression, which could 
ironically reinforce the dominant discourses (Weskott 1979). Moreover, beyond personal 
experiences, I also illuminate how these mothers are embedded in larger socio-political 
contexts—by mapping out their experiences vis-à-vis structural conditions (Smith 1987), 
such as the state’s social assistance policies.  
Such an approach, I argue, is more suitable in investigating the adequacy of current 
support systems for these mothers. As will be shown in Chapter 4, most of the formal social 
assistance policies are based on a quantitative cost-benefit analysis with the masculinist 
underpinning of the homo-economicus, i.e. the rational economic man, thus neglecting the 
caregiving responsibilities these mothers undertake in their everyday lives. A more nuanced 
and holistic view of the efficacy of such policies can only be gleaned from the experiences of 
the recipients themselves. I next discuss on the data generation stage of this thesis. 
B. Data Generation:  
 
I use the term data generation instead of collection given the logic of the interpretivist 
approach used here. Social realities are interpreted, be it by the informants or researchers. 
Rather than assuming that social realities are ‘out there’ to be accessed and data ‘collected’, 
my position is that researchers are part of the social realities they seek to study (Flick 2002). 
This is true throughout the whole inquiry process—from data generation, to analysis, to 
writing up.   
13 
 
i. Navigating the field: Access and the issue of a ‘sample’  
 
Here, I elaborate how I ‘navigated the field, a process which carries implications for the 
‘sample’ of informants this research was able to access. In May 2014, I started out using the 
snowballing strategy—beginning from my mother’s personal contacts and networks—to 
recruit informants. This is a good strategy for researchers studying ‘sensitive topics’ and 
‘difficult to reach populations’ (Berg 2004:44). It also reduces informants’ uncertainties since 
I was already someone they knew either personally, or through a friend (my mother) 
(Standing 1998).  
Yet, as time progressed, I found that this strategy had severe limitations: I was only 
able to speak to seven Malay divorcee mothers before the trail ‘went cold’. As a male 
researcher, it was hard for me to access informants (Dewalt and Dewalt 1998). Thus, in 
August 2014, I sent out emails with details of my research to two different organisations to 
seek assistance in recruiting informants, the Specialist
10
 Family Service Centre (FSC), and 
Horizon Services. The organisations assisted me in disseminating information about my 
research to their clients, and managed the voluntary sign-ups for participation. Between the 
two organisations, I was able to access 18 informants. In all, I spoke to 25 single-mothers, all 
of whom were either divorcees or widowed. With the exception of one, all the mothers had at 
least one child living with them
11. The only ‘atypical’ mother is Saudah, a client of Specialist 
FSC. Despite not living with her daughters, Saudah is unequivocal in her identification as a 
single-mother. Saudah’s experience is particularly illustrative of the consequences of ‘staying 
together for the kids’, despite a tumultuous marriage (see Chapter 4). Furthermore, a majority 
of the mothers (20 out of 25) I spoke to are in the ‘low-income’ category.  I used the 
                                                          
10
I replace all names of individuals, organisations, and locations with pseudonyms to ensure confidentiality and 
privacy.  
11
 See Appendix B for detailed demographic characteristics of the mothers.  
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household income threshold eligibility criteria for the ComCare Short-to-Medium Term 
Assistance scheme, which most of the low-income mothers have been or are still on, as an 
indicator. As of 2014, this threshold was set at SGD 1900 per month (MSF 2014a)
12
. While I 
initially intended to include a diverse range of informants, my conversation with Shima (a 
never-married mother in her 20s) revealed how as a Malay male researcher, it was 
challenging for me to access never-married mothers, an issue I discuss in the next section.  
ii. The interviews: Method(s) and positionality 
 
To explore the everyday lived experiences of the mothers and generate the requisite material, 
I employed ethnographic interviews (Spradley 1979) as the main method. The dialogic, 
informant-driven approach is a good tool to investigate how the mothers negotiate the 
breadwinning and caregiving responsibilities for their families, and the difficulties they face 
in carrying out these responsibilities. Furthermore, such interviews also allow an 
investigation of the adequacy of social support available. Ethnographic interviews allow for 
an understanding of the social realities as articulated by informants themselves—the main 
objective of this thesis. But as scholars have noted, it is almost impossible for a researcher to 
enter the field with no general themes that s/he seeks to explore. 
 While seeking “native language explanations” (Spradley 1979:59), I also used an 
interview schedule based on broad categories—“grand tour questions” (Spradley 1979:86)—
to guide the interviews. But by and large, once the interviews began, the mothers were free to 
narrate their experiences in whichever manner and order they wanted. Indeed, in order to gain 
an effective understanding of the mothers’ lives, “both questions and answers must be 
discovered from informants” (Spradley 1979:84, original emphasis). Due to word limit 
constraints, I am unfortunately unable to describe in greater detail how the interview guide in 
                                                          
12
 For a further discussion on using such income threshold as indicators, see Loh (2011) and Donaldson et al. 
(2013). See also Tan (2015) for latest SES/class measures in Singapore.  
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Appendix C came to what it is. Suffice it to say that most of the questions in Section B of the 
appendix were added based on the responses of already-interviewed mothers—an iterative 
process in the ‘grounded theory’ method proposed by Glaser and Strauss (1967).  
The interviews ranged between 45 minutes and 90 minutes, and were recorded. The 
recordings were stored in a password-protected hard-disk accessible only by me. The 
interviews were carried out at the convenience of the mothers. For the seven personal 
contacts, the interviews took place in their homes, since they personally knew me. On the 
other hand, due to organisational concerns, all 13 interviews with mothers from Specialist 
FSC were conducted in an air-conditioned counselling room at the FSC’s premises. However, 
no FSC staff were present in any of the interviews. For the five mothers from Horizon 
Services, the interviews were conducted at the mothers’ homes. But as a Malay myself, I am 
well-aware of the gossip that my presence might have brought to these women (‘an unknown 
(Malay) man in their homes’). Thus, I had Horizon’s staff in attendance during these 
interviews. The interviews were, for the most part, uninterrupted conversations between the 
women and myself, save for several instances when the mothers clarified certain things about 
the social assistance policies with the staff.  
Ultimately, these interviews were social interactions between the mothers, myself and 
Horizon’s staff. As in any social interaction, one’s most visible trait(s) influence(s) 
interaction dynamics. Indeed, in the course of interviewing the women, I found that my 
gender, ethno-racial group, and age could all be a boon and bane; while it was hard for me to 
speak to a Malay never-married mother, I was able to converse with divorcee and widowed 
mothers with ease. During the ‘interview’ with Shima, she was rather fidgety, and her 
answers were mostly one-liners. The situation was rather awkward for the both of us, and 
after 20 minutes, Shima asked if she ‘could go’ while standing up, strongly indicating her 
16 
 
wish to terminate the conversation. This certainly limits the interpretations and analysis I can 
offer, something which I address in the concluding chapter.  
On the other hand, my conversation with Shima’s mother, Habibah (a divorcee 
mother) went smoothly, as with most of my other interviews. During the interviews, I 
assumed a ‘most gendered identity’ (c.f. Pascoe 2007)—taking on the role of either a ‘son’ or 
‘younger brother’. I addressed the women either as ‘kakak’ (elder sister) or ‘makcik’ (auntie), 
depending on their ages, and this greatly facilitated our interactions. I was also forthcoming 
about my own feminist inclinations to respondents: coming from a single-mother family, I 
have deep interest in issues of gender inequalities. However, to minimise my influence on the 
mothers’ responses, I usually began with generic statements of my research objectives (e.g. 
‘to look at the other side of the story on single-mothers’), only disclosing my personal life 
details at the end of the interviews. Indeed, such personal disclosures helped me build rapport 
with the mothers, as feminist scholars have noted and advocated for (e.g. DuBois 1983; 
Smith 1987; Gergen 1988). In fact, the ‘tables were turned’ at the end of the interviews: it 
was the mothers who started ‘interviewing’ me, asking about my own personal history. They 
were generally surprised that a graduate student like me comes from a single-mother 
family—highlighting the pervasiveness of the dominant discourses, discussed further in 
Chapter 4.  
At the end of each interview, I recorded my own interview memos to help me recount and 
contextualise the full experience of the interviews (e.g. my observations of the mothers’ body 
language). Apart from the interviews, data were also generated from conversations with both 
Specialist’s and Horizon’s staff, though I did not record the conversations. Instead, I jotted 




iii. Data analysis and writing up: Validity and ethics  
 
Data generated from interviews and conversations were analysed using a continual and 
iterative process to identify the major themes of interest. I employed two inter-related 
techniques to analyse the data: a. thematic analysis; and b. modified grounded theory. I began 
with an ‘open coding’ process, identifying themes salient to the mothers by carefully 
scrutinising their narratives. Through this, data were categorised “more in accordance with 
[informants’] indigenous terms and categories” (Coffey and Atkinson 1996:32), or in-vivo 
categories. I also wrote memos on the potential theoretical significance and links between 
these categories as a “reflexive account charting the course of analysis” (Pidgeon and 
Henwood 2004:638).  
In the succeeding stage, I departed slightly from the grounded theory method, hence 
the use of the term ‘modified grounded theory’. Other than employing Strauss and Corbin’s 
(1990) ‘axial coding’ technique, where the open codes were further refined into more abstract 
and theoretical categories, I also adopted elements from narrative analysis. I explored the 
mothers’ narratives in their entirety, focusing on the content and contexts. I then compared 
and contrasted the different narratives, searching for similarities and differences (Ezzy 2002).  
Comparing all the generated data (interviews, interview memos, and conversations 
with staff) provided a sort of ‘triangulation’ to reduce the biasness that may come from using 
only one source of data—a ‘validity’ strategy in interpretivist qualitative research proposed 
by Denzin (1970). Additionally, Sanjek established three criteria for ethnographic validity: 1. 
“theoretical candor; 2. “ethnographer’s path”; and 3. “fieldnote evidence” (Sanjek 1990:395-
404). While the third criterion will be more apparent in Chapters 4 and 5, I have sought to 
explicate the first two criteria thus far. But beyond the (scientific) concern for accurate 
representations of reality, validity in feminist research involves not only scientific rigour, but 
more importantly, ethical issues of representation (Standing 1998; Ezzy 2002). 
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In the course of writing up, issues of power relations and ethics became most apparent 
to me. Firstly, since most of the interviews were conducted in Malay, I ensured that the 
translations were as accurate as possible to the mothers’ evocation by consulting my sister, a 
Malay Language teacher, to verbally cross-check the translations. But the more pressing issue 
was this: how could I, a male researcher from an academic institution, and so enculturated in 
the ‘male-stream’ ways of academic writing, “make audible women’s voices [and] make 
visible their concerns and understandings [of their lived realities]” (Ezzy 2002:45)? Indeed, 
the academic language we use in our writings may inevitably “reinforce inequalities of 
knowledge” (Standing 1998:199)—fracturing, or worst, effacing, the voices of the very 
women we seek to represent in our writing. At the end of our interview, Faezah, a widowed 
mother of two, said this:  
So if you must… in your thesis, tell the men. That we [single-mothers] need support, 
moral support. No matter what happened, let it be death or divorce, we have to go 
through everything on our own.  
 
Hence, readers would notice that in Chapters 4 and 5, I rely (quite) heavily on the women’s 
verbatim responses—not so much to say ‘the narratives speak for themselves’, but rather, to 
preserve their ‘voices’ and ‘presence’ in my writing the best I can, as I interweave the co-
constructed knowledges between them and myself. Yet, rather than the grand claim of ‘giving 
voice’ to these mothers, my claim here is more modest: to bring their experiences, their 
words, and their understandings to fore in my writing. But before I do this, I first delineate 







Chapter 3: Peculiar Eclipsing:  
 
A. The ‘normal, typical’ Singaporean family: 
 
During a tutorial session for an undergraduate introductory course to Sociology, when asked 
to define what a ‘family’ is, a student of mine commented that it is made up of a husband, 
wife, and children. She further elaborated on the father’s role as the breadwinner, the mother 
as caregiver, and children to be filial to their parents, as part of the Confucian culture. When I 
probed as to why she chose that definition, with a rather puzzling look, she mentioned that it 
was based on ancestral ‘traditions’.  
Indeed, the ‘normal, typical’ Singaporean family it seems, mirrors the nuclear family 
most sociologists and anthropologists of the functionalist tradition refer to—such as 
Murdock’s (1949) claim of the nuclear family as a universal social institution. 
Notwithstanding the intense academic debates and contestations over Murdock’s claim, the 
more general point here is the ease with which my student articulated a ‘normal, typical’ 
Singaporean family. That my probing question was met with a puzzling look, and the ease of 
her articulations, highlights how the idea of the nuclear family as the ‘normal, typical’ 
Singaporean family looms large Singaporeans’ imagination (Quah 1994; Pereira 2006). 
Ostensibly, this is unsurprising. The local media is frequently inundated with messages on the 
family as the ‘bedrock of Singaporean society’—an integral component to the sustainability 
of the nation (Teo 2011; Quah 2015). 
Yet, the anecdote above highlights something crucial: the link between the ‘normal, 
typical’ Singaporean family and ‘traditions’ (hereafter referred to as the ‘family-tradition 
pairing’) suggests a kind of taken-for-granted facet in Singaporeans’ lives. Such taken-for-
grantedness provides a good departure point for this chapter. As will be shown below, the 
family-tradition pairing in Singapore acts as a policing mechanism—creating the mould of 
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the ‘good, desirable Singaporean family’, thereby marginalising those who fall outside this 
mould. Such marginalisation, I argue, comes not so much from overt discrimination of non-
nuclear families but through the maintenance and creation of the ‘normal, typical’, (nuclear) 
family via discourses that valorise it to be ‘quintessentially Singaporean’. The family-
tradition pairing also reveals the gendered and ethno-racial undertones that belie the public 
discourses on ‘strong stable families’. Most crucially, beyond the ideational dimension, the 
family-tradition pairing underpinning the state’s family-oriented policies has real material 
consequences for those who fall outside the mould of the ‘good, desirable Singaporean 
family’. 
B. ‘The family’ at the heart of Singapore’s ‘success story’: Public discourses 
 
The nuclear family has long been a concern of the state. Indeed, in 1994, the late Mr Lee 
Kuan Yew remarked that it is the stable, cohesive nuclear family that has helped maintained 
Singapore’s economic success. When asked about the possibility of expanding the definition 
of ‘the family’, such as including single-mother families, albeit with the state acting as a 
‘surrogate father’ in terms of welfare provisions, he expressed his reservations: “I'm not sure 
what the consequences are, and I don't like the consequences that I see in the West” (cited in 
Mathew 2015a).  
His reservations are by no means atypical. Indeed, there have been numerous public 
discussions and debates about the decline of the nuclear family as being a threat to the 
stability of the nation—particularly in the United States (U.S.), the ‘West’ that the article 
above made references to. Evidence abound, such discussions and debates have centred on 
the ‘social ills’ that dovetail the decline of the nuclear family.  Most notable is family 
sociologist David Popenoe’s works which have been influential. For instance, in Life Without 
a Father, Popenoe (1996) attributed the lack of a fatherly figure or presence in families as the 
central cause of many ‘social problems’, such as juvenile delinquency, alcohol and illicit 
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substance abuse, teenage pregnancy, welfare dependency, to name a few. Implicit in such 
argument is the idea of that single-mother families are—by extension—the central cause of 
the aforementioned ‘social problems’. 
In Singapore, these are taken as evidence of the perceived ills of ‘the West’. A’la 
Weber’s Protestant ethic, the rise of Singapore as one of the four ‘East Asian Dragons’ 
sparked off studies that sought to explain its economic success (e.g. Tai 1989; Vogel 1991) . 
Though such studies were criticised for being culturally-deterministic (Lian and Tong 2002), 
they nevertheless reaffirmed idea of the ‘Asian/Confucian’ ethic as being a contributing 
factor to Singapore’s economic success.  Indeed, at the height of the ‘Asian values’ debates in 
the 90s, such values were proclaimed as the raison d’etre of Singapore’s economic success, 
suggesting a kind of superiority over values espoused by ‘the West’ (Leong 2008). With 
regards to the family, despite the striking similarities in the family form advocated in the U.S. 
and Singapore, the state has insisted on the notion of ‘Asian/Confucian values’— 
characterised by conservatism, communitarianism, filial piety, more importantly, familism, 
that are crucial to Singapore’s continued prosperity.  
The idea of the nuclear family as the ‘bedrock of Singaporean society’ is most 
apparent in the institutionalisation of the ‘Shared Values’ by then Prime Minister Goh Chok 
Tong in 1991. To counter the individualistic ‘Western values’ that would dilute the 
‘Asian/Confucian’ essence, the Shared Values was promoted to instill a sense of identity 
amongst Singaporean based on the ‘Asian/Confucian’ values. Most pertinent for the current 
discussion is the second Shared Value—‘family as the basic unit of society’: 
This value upholds the sanctity of the family unit, which is deemed the most 
important building block of society and upon which a stable society is formed […] 
The value reminds Singaporeans not to shun the responsibility of caring for the aged, 
or uncritically adopt “alternative lifestyles” such as casual sexual relations and single 




Although the idea of ‘Asian/Confucian’ values has waned following the 1997 Asian 
Economic crisis (Leong 2008; Chong 2010), within discourses on the family, remnants of this 
rhetoric can still be found, albeit in the idea of ‘tradition’. The dangers of ‘losing one’s sense 
of identity’ in an increasingly ‘Westernised’ world (Chong 2010) must be shored up by 
‘tradition’. And it is in the strengthening of the nuclear family that the ‘traditional Asian’ 
value of familism would be ‘protected’ from the perceived ‘ills’ of the West. The idea of the 
nuclear family as the ‘bedrock of Singapore society’ has remained strong; despite recognition 
of the evolving forms of families in Singapore, the tone has been unequivocally clear: the 
nuclear family remains the state’s top priority13. Proclamations aside, the state’s policies are 
geared precisely towards the maintenance of the nuclear family as the norm.  
C. Sustaining the strength of the ‘family’: Family-oriented policies 
 
Beyond rhetoric, the state has institutionalised numerous policies to sustain the strength of the 
nuclear family. For instance, to ensure the strength of marriages, the state provides 
preparatory courses for pre-married couples. In 2014, MSF set up Marriage Preparation 
Programmes/Courses to “understand issues relating to marriage and be mentally and 
emotionally prepared for life together as husband and wife”. There has also been a two-hour 
lunch prep talk for both pre-married and newly-wed couples with effect from December 2014 
(MSF 2015a). 
Moreover, in encouraging Singaporeans to ‘have more babies’ (a phrase that most 
Singaporeans are familiar with), the state also introduced a wide range of material incentives. 
For example, in 2001, the Baby Bonus scheme was introduced—comprising of cash 
incentives and savings development plans for children, where the state matches the savings 
parents put in for their child(ren) dollar-for-dollar (MSF 2015b). It has undergone a few 
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 This point will become clearer later in this chapter in Section G.  
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revisions, but the gist of the scheme remains the same: to encourage Singaporeans to have 
more children. While ‘economic sustainability’ has been key to the state’s pronouncement on 
the need to ‘have more babies’, the message has centred on how “marriage plus children 
equals happy family [is pivotal] in the quest to maintain Singapore’s hard-earned economic 
standing” (Teo 2011:53). 
The two policies are not compulsory per se: couples are highly encouraged, but not 
mandatorily required, to attend the Marriage Preparation Courses, while the Baby Bonus is an 
incentive to entice Singaporeans—particularly university-educated women—to ‘have more 
babies’. Nevertheless, there are other policies that firmly entrench the state’s promotion of 
the nuclear family through mandatory criteria: firstly through public housing, and secondly, 
the provision of childcare subsidies. As highlighted in Chapter 1, most of HDB’s housing 
policies have been geared towards the nuclear family, thereby marginalising those who fall 
outside this mould. This is most evident in policies that give priority to married parents with 
children, such as the Parenthood Priority Scheme (PPS) and the Third Child Priority (TCP) 
scheme (Quah 2015).  
With regards to childcare, the state provides basic universal subsidies for parents. 
Additional subsidies are also given, contingent on the monthly household income. Subsidies 
are divided according to the age of the child, up to the age of 14 (MSF 2015c).  What is 
common across these policies is that the subsidies are contingent on the working hours of the 
claimants
14
. For example, under the Infant and Childcare Subsidies, to be eligible, claimants 
have to work at least 56 hours per month to qualify for the full subsidy amount of up to SGD 
600 per month for infant care, and up to SGD 300 per month for childcare. For non-working 
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 While primarily being for mothers, I have used the term ‘claimants’ since there was an explicit mention of 
‘single fathers’ in the application criteria from 2012 (ECDA 2015). Nonetheless, that the extension of the 
subsidies to ‘non-working’ mothers occurred only in 2002 (since its inception in the 1980s) highlights how such 
subsidies are accorded to mothers in exchange for their employment in the labour market (Yap 2008).  
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claimants, or claimants who work less than the stipulated amount of hours, they are only 
entitled to claim the basic universal subsidy of SGD 150 per month (Early Childhood 
Development Agency [ECDA] 2015)—a fraction of the full subsidies accorded to working 
claimants.  
The nuclear family is also a central feature in the social assistance system in 
Singapore, such as the ComCare scheme highlighted in Chapter 1. As mentioned, the key 
principle of social assistance in Singapore is self-reliance, wherein assistance is geared 
towards the explicit aim of self-sufficiency (and hence not ‘welfare’, as conventionally 
understood in ‘the West’), and more importantly, the family is to be the first line of defence 
(Lim 2007). Welfare handouts are believed to encourage dependency, hence diluting the 
work ethic required to keep Singapore’s economy vibrant. Also, with the emphasis on 
(nuclear) family as the first line of defence, the main goal is to promote stronger bonds 
between members of the family—to ensure the continuity of ‘tradition’ (i.e. familism) 
through mutual dependence between family members.  
The state has also embarked on ‘Workfare’ as the “fourth pillar of social security” 
(Poh 2007). Targeted at lower-income and unemployed Singaporeans, the key principle of 
Workfare is similar, i.e. self-reliance. In this model, the state provides the necessary 
assistance to lower-waged and unemployed Singaporeans. The (nuclear) family also features 
prominently in this policy: “Workfare [aims to address] not only the needs of the low-wage 
worker, but also those of his [sic] family” (Poh 2007).  
 Interestingly, we see an interweaving between the state’s economic imperatives and 
its insistence on the notion of ‘tradition’.  This is particularly clear in the realm of social 
assistance noted above. Ostensibly, it appears that the state’s efforts at forming and 
maintaining nuclear families are equally applicable to all Singaporeans, gender 
25 
 
notwithstanding. Yet, as scholars have noted, the ‘typical, normal’ Singaporean family has a 
gendered undertone to it (Heng and Devan 1995; Straughan 2009; Teo 2009, 2011). Indeed, 
the demands are greater on Singaporean women—presumably for the sake of the continuity 
of ‘tradition’.  
D. The gendered family: Where ‘tradition’ intersects socio-economic status 
 
While it would appear that gender parity has been achieved, in terms of educational 
achievements and labour force participation for women in Singapore
15
, in reality, the state is 
still insistent that ‘tradition’ be maintained with regard to caregiving duties (Quah 2008; Teo 
2011). Despite women’s increased participation in the labour market, caregiving is seen as 
‘traditionally’ women’s domain and should be left as such.  
Scholars have noted how the state’s pro-natalist policies place multiplied—and at 
times contradictory—demands on Singaporean women. They often face the dual demands of 
productivity: to be productive both in the labour market and at home (e.g. Lee, Campbell, and 
Chia 1994; Quah 2008). The eligibility criteria for childcare subsidies discussed above 
succinctly highlights this. Also, in providing concessionary rates for employing Foreign 
Domestic Workers (FDWs)—all of whom are women from countries such as the Philippines, 
and Indonesia—it sets the tone that caregiving and the domestic realm is primarily women’s 
responsibilities (Teo and Piper 2009). 
The foregoing discussion tellingly points towards the issue of socio-economics in 
terms of access to ‘substitute’ caregiving. Firstly, employment status (in terms of working 
hours) is key to getting full childcare subsidies. Moreover, the cost of having a live-in FDW 
is highly dependent on one’s economic means (Teo 2013). Taken together, the ‘ideal, typical’ 
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 The labour force participation rate for women in Singapore as of June 2015 is 60.4% (Department of 
Statistics, Singapore, 2016) as compared to 29.5% in 1970 (Yu-Foo 1999). Yet, as Teo (2011:53) noted, the 
historical push towards having more women in the workforce by the state was borne out of economic objectives 
rather than feminist sensibilities.  
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Singaporean mother is one who can negotiate the demands of paid employment and 
‘traditional’ caregiving effectively. Even if she cannot meet the caregiving demands, she 
must have the means to access the full range of ‘substitute’ caregiving—failing which, she is 
compelled to fall back on other alternatives, such as her immediate family members. In short, 
the ‘ideal, good’ Singaporean mother is the caricatured ‘super mum’ who is able to juggle 
work and family, between the demands of the ‘modern’ (economy) and ‘tradition’ (domestic 
realm). Yet, despite such ideals, “[t]here is no mention of the presence of a sound social 
arrangement that enables the woman to embrace a career as well as to nurture a family” 
(Straughan et al. 2009:200). 
Indeed, in ensuring the continuity of the ‘Asian tradition’, and the nation’s 
sustainability through the ‘typical, normal’ Singaporean family, the bulk of responsibilities 
lie more on women than men. Moreover, the ‘ideal, good’ Singaporean mother is one who is 
a solidly middle-class ‘Super Mum’ (c.f. Teo 2011), which evidently causes “working class 
mothers and other minority women [to] find their experiences and concerns sidelined” 
(Stivens 2007:32).  
E. Family as ‘social problem’: The ethno-racial dimension 
 
A related issue to the decline of the nuclear family is the rising rates of marital dissolutions
16
. 
Here, the parallels between divorce and the ‘Western culture’ of individualism are palpable; 
divorce is seen as ‘harmful’ and a ‘threat’ to the stability of the nation (Wong et al. 2004). 
Moreover, there are mandatory counselling and mediation programmes for couples with at 
least one child under the age of 14 who are undergoing divorce—to safeguard the well-being 
of their children (MSF 2013). Also, since January 2015, all couples undergoing divorce have 
to submit a co-parenting plan programme to the Court before divorce proceeding can proceed 
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 See for example Goy (2015, 2016), Zhaki Abdullah (2015), and Tan (2016).  
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(Family Justice Courts Singapore 2015
17
). While this is not a problem per se, the underlying 
principle of divorce as the last resort highlights the state’s stand on the ‘superiority’ of the 
nuclear family (Quah 2015:48).  
Similar to the discussion on the gendered family, we see the interweaving of 
‘tradition’ and economic imperatives here as well. The state’s discourse on non-nuclear 
family “is framed within the economic rationality of encouraging desirable individual 
behaviour, leading to the ‘public good’ of economic competitiveness. Arguably, there are 
also strong undertones of anti-welfarism, within which single-parenthood and ‘incomplete’ 
families are seen as a drain on the state’s resources” (Wong et al. 2004:46). The implications 
of this interweaving will be highlighted in the succeeding section. I first turn to a discussion 
on the ethno-racial dimension of the discourse on families as ‘social problems’.  
While the state frames the issue of the declining family as an urgent concern for the 
nation’s economic vitality, and the continuity of ‘tradition’ amidst ‘Western’ influences, for 
the Malay community, the concern is not so much about the decline through non-marriage 
but the ‘breakdown’ of families. The tone is decidedly different here. The issue of the ‘Malay 
problem’ is a long-standing one. In tracing the genesis of the ‘Malay Problem’, Suriani 
Suratman (2004) noted that it first appeared in public discourses in 1970. While issues of 
Malays ‘lagging behind’ in educational and economic attainments have been subdued since 
the 2000s (Suriani Suratman 2004), the issue of ‘dysfunctional families’ continues to be a 
staple in the dominant discourses about the Malays in Singapore.   
Indeed, amidst issues of drug abuse, school dropouts (Siti Hajar 2012), teenage 
pregnancies and early marriages (Noor Aisha, 2008), divorces and single-parenthood 
(Kamaludeen 2007), the solution, it seems, lies in the strengthening of the family. In these, 
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 This applies to divorces under both Civil and Muslim Law in Singapore. For the latter, the administration is 
done through the Syariah Court of Singapore rather than the Family Justice Courts.  
28 
 
‘dysfunctional families’ have been attributed as the main contributing factors to these issues. 
Once the family unit is strengthened, the other issues will eventually be resolved
18
. Moreover, 
while the issue of ‘divorce’ amongst the Malays has been somewhat casted in a positive light 
lately, the underlying tone is still the need to strengthen the family. There is also the socio-
economic undertone; since divorce rates are lower amongst the better-educated, the focus 
remains on those from the lower socio-economic strata
19
.  
Gender is also a key feature in the ‘dysfunctional Malay families’ discourse: while 
Malay men are being admonished for not adequately providing for their families, it is the 
mothers who are assumed to be the transmitters of ‘dysfunctionality’ to her children20. 
Indeed, “[j]ust as teenage African-American women as mothers are seen as problematic […] 
young Malay women as mothers constitute a point of concern for Singaporean leaders” (Teo 
2011:36). The ‘Malay Problem’ issue has spawned numerous studies, mainly aimed at 
exploring the root causes and consequences. For instance, in her ethnographic study of the 
structure of Malay kinship and familial patterns in Singapore in the 1940s and 50s, Judith 
Djamour
21
 (1959) investigated the high rates of divorce amongst Malays in Singapore by 
comparing it to those from Indonesia, the Middle East, and then-Malaya, on the presumption 
that there was some sort of a ‘Muslim/Malay’ culture explaining the high divorce rates. 
Whilst socio-cultural factors may be a part of it, Djamour also noted that legal and economic 
factors were also at play (Suriani Suratman 2004). The critical point is that there were so 
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 See for example Lee (2012).  
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 See Zhaki Abdullah (2015). 
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 In an interview for The Straits Times, Member of Parliament Dr Maliki Osman remarked that, “If you study 
these low-income families, what appears is, I call it, the intergenerational transfer of dysfunctionality. She's a 
mother at 18, her mother was a mother when she was 18. We need to break that transfer” (Goh 2013).  
21
 See also Li (1989), Blake (1992), Tham (1993), Muhd. Nadim (2013) for similar studies on the familial 
structures of Malays in Singapore, which are directly related to the topic at hand. For studies on the ‘Malay 




many variations in these cases that a culturalist explanation was brought to nought, and 
eventually “she abandons the attempt” (Downs 1960:1098).    
Indeed, Suriani Suratman (2001) concludes that more than being a ‘cultural 
proclivity’, family patterns and life amongst Singaporean Malays are varied and diverse, 
indicating that these are responses towards the state’s family-oriented policies—thus 
highlighting the critical links between family structures and Singapore’s political economy. 
Yet, by placing ‘dysfunctional families’ squarely as a ‘Malay problem’, such culturally-
reductionistic ‘explanations’ gloss over these critical links. Furthermore, the most pervasive 
impact is the continual re-ification and ossification of ‘dysfunctional families’ as being an 
exclusively ‘Malay problem’—much like the ‘Negro Family’ put forth by sociologist Daniel 
Moynihan in the Moynihan Report (1965). As Benjamin noted, “ethnic labels […] are little 
more than names. [They are] labels […] which derive in the first instance from an imposed, 
externally derived set of cognitive categories rather than from the cultural "facts" on the 
ground
22
" (1976:117, my emphasis). Cultures aside, as shown from the discussion above, 
there is an interesting interweaving of ‘tradition’, economy and family—I interrogate these in 
the next section.   
F. Interrogating the ‘family-tradition’ pairing: Institutionalised familism  
 
As scholars have noted, the nuclear family that is constantly evoked by the state as 
‘primordially Asian’ in fact turns out to be the result of its economic modernisation 
programme. Indeed, by 1960s and 70s, multi-generational families (extended families) were 
common in Singapore—due to the booming colonial economy following the end of World 
War II, and the value most Singaporeans (regardless of ethnic groups) placed on children 
(Wee 1995:191-192). The extended family became the major source of social support—
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 Ideas of ‘Malayness’ and a singular ‘Malay cultural tradition’ are highly contestable—rife with remnants of 
colonial imports that are no less condescending—to begin with. See Purushotam (1995) and Barnard (2004).  
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individuals relied on their immediate family members and extended kin network (such as in-
laws) for both social and financial support (Salaff 1998).  
 
After separation from Malaysia in 1965, a chief concern of the newly formed 
government was economic modernisation. And it is in the realm of the family that the state 
has been able to achieve this. Then Finance Minister Goh Keng Swee argued that extended 
families “could be an obstacle to economic growth because it discouraged one who has to 
share the fruit of his or her labour with others in the family to strive harder” (Chua 1995:27). 
The state thus institutionalised a public housing policy through the formation of HDB in 
1960—with the objective of creating the nuclear family as the basic economic unit. Indeed, 
“[o]ne of the main ways that public housing rendered [Singaporeans] available for wage 
labour was through the isolation of the nuclear family as the basic social unit” (Treweman 
1994:50). 
Thus, we see how the move towards the formation of the nuclear family through 
public housing post-1965 was one that broke traditional (extended) familial practices as they 
were practiced ‘on the ground’ rather than encourage them (Teo 2011). This is not to suggest, 
however, that the nuclear family predicated on ‘Asian tradition’ is an invention of the state in 
its entirety (Teo 2011). Elements of the various ethno-racial cultural practices are still 
practiced by Singaporeans in their families (Quah 2015). But what this highlights is that the 
ubiquitous ‘typical, normal’ Singaporean family promoted by the state is a truncated version 
based on selective elements of tradition—in particular, familism—in service of larger 
economic objectives. Indeed, in this truncated version of the ‘typical, normal’ Singaporean 
family, the message, quite simply, is this: get married, stay married, have more children, but 
only if you can afford it, and be economically-active. In other words, it is not so much any 
nuclear family, but a self-sufficient dual-working parent nuclear family is promoted, and 
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indeed privileged, by the state. Moreover, while the ‘typical, normal’ Singaporean family has 
“become a nostalgia-laden repository for re-invented versions of family life, motherhood and 
morality…often act as metaphors for the nation” (Stivens 2007:37, my emphasis).  
Despite the communitarian rhetoric of an ‘Asian culture’ favouring the ‘collective 
above the individual’, the family turns out to be a site where the state governs “more or less 
as an individualised unit” (Teo 2011:20, original emphasis), and issues are to be resolved 
within the family, insofar as the state is to be the last ‘line of defence’ (Lim 2007). To this 
end, drawing from Chang and Song, I suggest here that the state’s promotion and privileging 
of the nuclear family reveals the process of “institutionalised familism [which includes] 
structural factors [such as] minimal public welfare, familial responsibility for social 
reproduction, and family-based social and economic competition” (Chang and Song 
2010:544)
23
. Moreover, such structural factors are often justified by the need to maintain 
‘tradition’—a ‘cultural alibi’ that further entrenches the state’s discourse on the ‘typical, 
normal’ Singaporean family.  
This is a crucial aspect of social policies and political governance. Beyond economic 
rationalisation and objectives, social policies inherently rest on such ‘cultural alibis’—be it 
values or traditions—as the raison d’étre. Feminist scholars have argued how “a set of 
inherently ideational factors—gendered cultural assumptions, categories, ideologies, and 
discourses—structures social policy and state institutions” (Padamsee 2009:414). Indeed, 
such ‘cultural alibis’ are crucial to the policies—by presenting the self-sufficient nuclear 
family as ‘self-evident’ to social order and must thus be maintained.   
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 Here, I draw on their work, but not in its entirety. For one, as Chang and Song noted, the structural factors that 
contributed to ‘institutionalised familism’ in South Korea is complemented by the historical conditions for 
individualisation typically found in more liberal polities, most notably the democratisation of politics and social 
relations, owing to the presence of the U.S. in South Korea since the Korean War in the 1950s. Such conditions 
are evidently not present in Singapore, but by and large, the experience of industrialisation, coupled with the 
structural conditions noted above makes a strong case for drawing such parallels.  
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As Chong (2007) noted, the White Paper on Shared Values, discussed earlier in this 
chapter, is an institutional ideological project aimed at forging a common identity amongst 
Singaporeans, and anchored in vague notions of ‘tradition’ (familism being a key component) 
that are complementary to the state’s capitalist economic system. Political governance aside, 
what is more crucial for the present discussion is the effects of the ‘family-tradition’ pairing: 
Asian shared values secure an important foothold in the national discursive space in 
which alternative ideologies would find themselves in conflict with essentialist but 
ambiguous ideas of Asian-ness. This essentialist/ambiguous dichotomy has endowed 
the Asian values discourse with endurance and flexibility (Chong 2002:399, my 
emphasis). 
  
The use of the term discourse here is crucial. More than being utterances of ideas in 
conversations and texts, discourses are “more than ways of thinking and producing meaning. 
They constitute the 'nature' of the body, unconscious and conscious mind, and emotional life 
of the subjects they seek to govern (Weedon 1987:108, my emphasis).  
Discourses do not merely ‘reflect’ realities, they render certain versions of the 
‘family’ as ‘good and desirable’—other familial forms are thus ‘othered’ as ‘undesirable’ and 
must be avoided. Moreover, this ‘reality’ is cemented in the ‘family-oriented’ policies 
discussed above, which set the structural parameters through which Singaporeans navigate in 
‘doing’ their families (Teo 2014b)—structural conditions that are most conducive for the self-
sufficient dual-working parent nuclear family. At the interpellation of structural and 
ideational dimensions, ‘doing’ the family becomes hard for those who fall outside the mould 






G. Peculiar Eclipsing: The exclusionary effects of institutionalised familism  
            in Singapore 
 
To be fair, there have been certain significant policy changes in recent years. For instance, 
under the Home Ownership Plus Education (HOPE) scheme, divorced and widowed single 
mothers are eligible to apply for benefits, such as housing and utilities grants, support for 
work training, and educational benefits for their children. Yet there are also strict eligibility 
criteria: the divorced/widowed single-mother has to be no older than 35 years of age, with no 
more than two children, and with regular stable employment. This is further subdivided into 
income and educational brackets: for those without post-secondary education (i.e. only  GCE 
‘O’ and ‘N’ Levels), the gross household income (HHI) cannot exceed SGD 1,700 per month, 
and for those with post-secondary qualifications, the gross HHI cannot exceed than SGD 
1,200 per month (MSF 2014b).  
For housing, there is the Assistance Scheme for Second-Timers (Divorced/Widowed 
Parents)—ASSIST scheme—wherein five percent of new 2-room Flexi and 3-room Build-
To-Order (BTO) flats in non-mature estates are set aside to meet the housing needs of 
divorced and widowed single-mothers with at least one child below the age of 16 (HDB 
2015a). Yet, as second-time applicants, there are also levy amounts imposed that have to be 
considered when buying the second flat at subsidised rates, depending on the type of flat sold 
and the time of sale of the previous flat (HDB 2015b). Moreover, the ability to purchase the 
flats is highly dependent on the amount in one’s Central Provident Fund (CPF) account.24 
Like the social assistance policies, these two policies are also hinged on the pre-requisite of 
full-time formal employment. Moreover, never-married single mothers remain ineligible for 
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 CPF is a mandatory savings scheme, where a proportion of one’s monthly wages from formal employment is 
deposited into the account, with matching contributions from employers. Among others, the CPF is commonly 






. Yet, despite these policies, single-mother families continue to be 
portrayed as ‘vulnerable’, presumably to ‘dysfunction’, if not already ‘dysfunctional’—and 
this is evidently more so for those in the Malay community
26
.   
Taken together, institutionalised familism (both in policies and public discourses) 
becomes an exclusionary mechanism for those who fall outside of the ‘good, desirable’ 
family mould in Singapore. The exclusionary mechanism embedded in Singapore’s 
institutionalised familism thus leads to what Smith (1987) calls a ‘peculiar eclipsing’—the 
exclusion of the experiences of women, in this case single-mothers, in public discourses. 
While some may argue that the policy changes and media coverage in recent years invalidates 
this assertion, I argue that these representations come not so much from the experiences of 
the mothers—their experiences, and everyday lives in ‘doing’ the family—but from 
outsiders’ perspectives that reify how these are ‘undesirable family forms’ needing some sort 
of ‘corrective measures’. Indeed, such outsiders’ perspectives lead to the continual 
reproduction of stigmatising labels such as ‘incompleteness’, ‘dysfunctional’, ‘abnormal’, 
‘broken’ etc. (Quah 2015:50).  
It is important to note that in using the term ‘exclusion’, I am not suggesting some 
sort of overt, deliberate discrimination driven by malignant intentions. As Smith (1987:283) 
argued, “we are not talking about prejudice or sexism as a particular bias against women or as 
a negative stereotype of women […] We are talking about the consequences of a silence, an 
absence, a non-presence”. From the Foucauldian perspective of governmentality, such 
exclusionary mechanisms qua production of ‘normality’ are more effective, enduring, and no 
doubt potent, since they render the nuclear family as ‘self-evident’ and ‘logical’ to 
                                                          
25
 In April 2016, the 16-week maternity leave, and savings development plan of the Baby Bonus Scheme, have 
been extended to unwed single mothers (Kok 2016). However, they are still ineligible for HDB’s ‘family-
nucleus’ based housing policies. See also Chapter 6.  
26
 See Muhd. Nadim (2013), Tai and Goh (2015). See also Imelda Saad (2015a).  
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Singaporeans. Indeed, Teo (2011) noted how institutionalised familism in Singapore has ‘two 
faces’: the ‘institutional-disciplinary’ (highlighted in Section C above), and the ‘ideological 
nationalist’ (‘family as bedrock of Singaporean society’). The self-sufficient nuclear family is 
thus felt as a key defining feature of “Singaporean-ness”—i.e. how Singaporeans understand 
themselves as “normal” (Teo 2011:7).  
In other words, it is in the process of creating and maintaining the self-sufficient 
nuclear family—through discourses that valorise it, and policies that privilege it—that other 
familial forms are excluded, creating ‘spaces of silence’ (Wong et al. 2004). It is not so much 
about punishing the ‘deviant’ minority but in disciplining the majority (Teo 2011:12) that 
makes institutionalised familism in Singapore an exclusionary mechanism—and an effective 
one, thus effacing and eclipsing other ‘familial forms’ in public discourses. Moreover, as 
argued in Chapter 2, the predilection towards the nuclear family, and studies highlighting the 
‘dangers’ of single-mother families (with gendered and ethno-racial undertones) often act as 
‘expert testimonies’ (Quah 2015), thereby validating and cementing the state’s 
institutionalised familism as ‘objective truths’. Indeed, such academic works reveal “the 
organisation of powers intersecting with other relations of ruling in state agencies such as 
universities, professional organisations, and the like” (Smith 1987:214). The mothers’ 
everyday experiences aptly illuminate the effects of such intersecting relations of ruling—I 











Chapter 4: Stories from within 
 
 
A. Effects of institutionalised familism: Single-mothers tell their stories 
 
In this chapter, I map out the everyday experiences of the mothers I spoke to in order to 
illuminate the many and varied structural constraints they face in negotiating the demands of 
breadwinning and caregiving for their families. These experiences aptly exemplify the need 
for adequate support networks for them to meet these dual demands more effectively. 
Unfortunately, in instances where such support is much needed, as in the case of the lower-
income mothers, such support are often fraught with limitations and difficulties. Indeed, apart 
from the exclusionary effects highlighted in Chapter 3, the individualising/privatising 
structural tendencies of institutionalised familism often put these mothers in a conundrum 
between seeking full-time employment and being the primary caregivers of their families—
creating a condition of economic precarity for these mothers, especially the lower-income 
mothers.  
i. ‘Choices’:  
 
The socio-political and academic discourses on the association of ‘single mothers’ with 
‘dysfunction’ and ‘broken homes’ highlighted in Chapters 2 and 3 indeed have pervasive 
effects. For the Malay community, it becomes a sort of a ‘natural script’, wherein single-
mothers are typically associated with low-income, and are thus ‘vulnerable to dysfunction’. 
Faezah’s evocation succinctly highlights this. Relating her first encounter with Specialist 
FSC, she mentioned her initial hesitance in joining the support programme for single 
mothers:  
Faezah: In the beginning, I didn’t want lah. I thought: what is this [programme]? But 
then when I thought about it again, I said to myself, never mind lah, don’t be negative 
lah. Ah, yes. I was a bit sceptical in the beginning. I don’t need lah, I tell myself tau. 
Kind of like ego [laughs]. I said: for what? I don’t need it lah. 
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Jauhari:  Is it because you had ample support from your friends, from your 
colleagues?  
Faezah: One of it is yes. And secondly, my, mind set eh. At that time. So I don’t hear 
lah cases of widowed single mothers. But when I joined [the programme], then I 
know actually there are. Because as I said lah, the… promotion. What do we usually 
hear about the advertisements [regarding support groups for single mothers]? 
Divorcees. Yes, so we cannot blame ourselves too if we have… because the mind set 
is there right? But actually when you are in [the support programme] then you realise: 
hey, there is actually a sub-group of widowed single mothers. But it’s not represented 
because it is not as critical as the other group [i.e. divorced single mothers]. Because 
my friend’s sister also said to me: why do you have to join [the support group]? Ah, 
her mind set is, tsk, low-income [made a gesture demonstrating a condescending 
attitude]. Which is true. In general lah. But my conversation with the facil. [i.e. 
programme facilitator] made me change my mind. Actually yes, I was from that 
[group] who had that initial impression.  
 
Unsurprisingly, all of the mothers I spoke to have had some kind of discriminatory 
experiences in their daily lives, be it directly or indirectly. For the widowed mothers, despite 
being single-mothers not by their own volition, the need for constant self-surveillance is 
apparent. Indeed, the overarching decontextualized discourse on single-mothers in Singapore 
glosses over these nuances and circumstances which led them to become single-mothers 
(Wong et al. 2004). Faezah recounted how she has to be very careful in her interactions with 
her male colleagues at work, especially those who are married, to avoid gossips due to her 
‘husbandless status’:  
Faezah: Ah okay, one incident is like… it’s normal eh, we women, and we don’t have 
a husband. So I…have people asking me err, for a meal. Even for lunch you know. 
He’s a friend, a colleague. But I will tell him: ‘I’m sorry it’s not that I’m being 
arrogant’. Even though we are not going out as a couple, but like I said, this will bring 
slander [fitnah]… That is the dilemma of a single mother. You are potentially in the 
wrong either way. You make friends, people say: ‘Oh you so bad’. You do not make 
friends people will think you are arrogant [laughs]. Ah, because as women of single 





Safiyah, a widowed mother of four, expressed similar sentiments. Keenly aware of the 
stereotypes about single-mothers, she mentioned the need to constantly be aware of the 
ramifications of her status as a single-mother: 
Safiyah: Sometimes, people are suspicious to the point where our children, yea. I 
mean sometimes people say: ‘Eh, that’s the effect of not having a father’. But people 
don’t know what the reason behind that is. They only see like, the children. Yea. ‘Oh, 




Moreover, the stigma on single-mothers are more acute for divorcee mothers—given that the 
dominant discourse portrays divorce as a ‘moral threat’ to the vaguely defined ‘Asian values’, 
and the social problems that are presumed to dovetail a divorce. This stigma is so pervasive 
that in some cases, these mothers do their best to hide their family status. For instance, Aisha, 
a divorcee mother of four children, recalls how she kept the divorce from her children to 
shield them from the negative ramifications that the divorce might bring to them. Indeed, her 
children found out about the divorce from other family members rather than from her and her 
former spouse. Similarly, when asked if she encountered any experiences that she felt was 
discriminatory towards her as a divorcee mother, Linda, a mother of three, recalls:  
Linda: So far, no. Because I don’t tell my friends [about her status]. Till now. 
Jauhari: Why so? 
Linda: Ah, it’s like a sort of embarrassment. Ah. Anyways, there is no need to… I 
don’t know eh [laughs]… That’s the thing, even my sister said: ‘Just let your friends 
know lah’.  
Jauhari: Why do you think she said so? 
Linda: I’m not sure. But what’s the point of telling everyone right, I said to her. From 
the unknown, it becomes known [i.e. referring to her status] and everyone might run 
away from me. Or ask me a lot of questions. What the point, right? 
Jauhari: I see. So how about your children then?  




Linda was one of the more reticent mothers I spoke to. As noted in the interview memo 
recorded immediately after the interview:  
Linda needed more probing, and I seem to speak more in the interview. This is due to 
the fact that the divorce experience was something that she was still coming to terms 
with, and felt embarrassed, never mind relating it to a stranger like me (Interview 
memo #10, recorded on 22
nd
 November 2014).  
 
Moreover, for lower-income divorcee mothers, there is the assumption that she made the 
(presumably ‘irrational’) choice of getting a divorce, thereby putting her children at economic 
risks. Indeed, if she had “made better choices (with the clearly preferred choice being 
marriage, not economic self-sufficiency), [she] would not be in this bind” (Dowd 1997:18). 
Yet, when comparing their experiences during their marriage and post-divorce, these 
mothers’ narratives highlight a different ‘side of the story’. Fazliah, who has custody of four 
out of her five children, recalled at length about her decision to seek a divorce from her 
former spouse for the second time
27
:  
After we separated, we reconciled during the iddah
28
 period. Reconciled because my 
children were still young at that point of time…it lasted for eight years, and in that 
period, we got our youngest daughter. Yet, he became more irresponsible. I decided to 
ask for a divorce due to our matrimonial home being forfeited (i.e. default on monthly 
mortgage payments). It was after the notice of forfeiture that I really couldn’t stand it. 
He got terminated from his job, but he did nothing. My children didn’t have any food 
to eat. How can I, as a mother, let that be? That period was really testing for me.  
So I met my MP [name withheld]. I asked him for assistance: ‘what should I do now? 
My children don’t have any food, and my [then-] spouse isn’t doing anything to settle 
the issue’. My MP gave me some cash for daily expenses, and some rice and 
groceries. When I reached home, I cooked the rice and canned sardines. I divided the 
rice equally amongst the six of them [five children, and her former spouse]. I didn’t 
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 In Islam, the prerogative of divorce lies primarily with the husband, wherein he can pronounce divorce up to a 
number three times (talaqs). There are of course other grounds in which Muslim women can initiate the divorce 
through the Syariah Court by asking for a decree of fasakh, i.e. dissolution of marriage (see Quah 2015:47). But 
for all the divorcee mothers I spoke to, their divorces occured through talaq.  
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“divorce may be revoked by the husband during the iddah period, and marital relations resumed between the 




have my own portion, I gave it to my youngest daughter. His portion was the biggest, 
and the rest of the rice was equally divided for the children. I deliberately waited for 
him to invite me to eat. He knew there wasn’t any cooked rice left [at this point, 
Fazliah became teary and was sniffling]… He finished his portion. I couldn’t blame 
the others because they thought their mama still had rice, right? That was really the 
point when I felt that he had no feelings whatsoever…  
 
So I sat the children down and told them of my decision to ask for a divorce. My 
eldest son was not really keen on the idea. So I said to him: ‘You want mama to be 
admitted to the mental hospital?’ My second son said: ‘it’s up to you mama. What you 
think is good for us, we will follow’. I didn’t decide immediately. But I continued to 
cry daily, thinking about our situation. It was my fourth daughter, maybe because she 
saw that her mama couldn’t take it any longer and said: ‘Mama, if you think that a 
divorce from baba (i.e. her former spouse) would make you happy, I consent 
(redha
29).’ When she said that she consented, I went to the Court the following day, 
but not with the intention of seeking a divorce. Rather, it was to make sure he 
attended mandatory counselling session, and hopefully he would change his 
behaviour. It was not my first time in the Court anyway. He only attended the first 
session, and skipped the subsequent sessions… Within three months, our divorce was 
finalised.  
 
As opposed to making an ‘irrational choice’, and jeopardising her children’s economic 
security, for divorcee mothers like Fazliah, the decision to seek a divorce from their former 
spouses was one that was carefully deliberated, and more importantly, a decision that was 
made either in consultation with their children, or in light of the well-being of their children. 
It was indeed a rational and calculated decision, given the circumstances they are faced with.  
Like Fazliah, Fitrah, a mother of five, faced similar predicaments. She related how her then-
spouse called the Police, and subsequently got her arrested following an argument:  
Fitrah: I had an argument with my former spouse… Actually, he had it all planned. 
Maybe lah eh. Ah, so he got me locked up…I’ve never been locked up before, that 
day was the first time. So after being locked up, I cried. The weather was also cold, 
like now, with aircon and all [it was raining heavily during the interview]. I was 
schooled in Malaysia, so I’m not proficient in English. Yes, no, alright, everything I 
didn’t know… So I got handcuffed, and questioned by the officer, but the officer 
didn’t speak Malay. So they changed the officer, till they found a Malay-speaking 
one. The officer was there to investigate what went on. The officer wanted to help me 
with my case right? I wasn’t just handcuffed, my feet were also shackled… So, after 
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 Redha is usually used in the religious context, signifying the state of being resigned to one’s fate. It is also in 
this context that redha is used to signify consent to a situation that is beyond one’s control.  
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everything, I was sleeping quite comfortably that night, when they woke me up at one 
o’clock in the morning. To transfer me to the mental hospital. They released my cuffs 
when I reached there. And I thought: ‘Phew, I’m saved’.  
Jauhari: Why were you locked up? 
Fitrah: He called the Police and told them that I wanted to hit and stab him with a 
knife during our argument. Yes, I was holding a knife during the argument. I was 
cooking… Making jemput-jemput30 with onions and anchovies. I was cutting the 
onions. But he said I wanted to stab him. So he peng
31
 story lah. So, I really think he 
planned it out. But my children were there when it happened. So when the Police 
came to record statements [of witnesses] they said: ‘Yes, during the argument, Umi 
[Arabic for mother] was cooking. But Abah [Arabic for father] was at fault because he 
laid his hands on her first. It’s true that Umi was in the kitchen. It was Abah who 
approached Umi’. At that time, it was just after Subuh [Islamic dawn prayers] lah, my 
children were getting ready for school… So that was the worst experience for me. 
 
 
It was due to this incident that Fitrah decided to seek a divorce from her former spouse. 
Indeed, only one out of the 22 divorcee mothers I spoke to related that the main reason for 
divorce was due to the infidelity of her former spouse and ‘shift of feelings’, which no doubt 
placed enormous emotional strains on her. Ruqaiyah, a mother of two, related how her then-
spouse told her that he was marrying another woman (i.e. his second wife) when she was still 
pregnant with her second child. It took Ruqaiyah two years to recover from the ordeal.  
For the rest, their narratives reveal that even during the marriage, their former spouses 
were not involved in the daily household activities with the children. When asked for her own 
comparison between married life and life as a single-mother, Kalsum, a mother two, told me 
that she found not much difference, since her then-spouse was usually not at home:  
Kalsum: Even if I had a husband, I think it’s the same. Because my [then-] husband 
was rarely home. Ah, he worked the morning shift. On the weekends when he is not 
working… Saturdays, Sundays, he still had his own external activities. Kompang or 
whatever, outside. So when is his time with the family?  Mondays to Fridays you 
[referring to her former spouse] work the morning shift, okay I don’t disturb you. But 
on Saturdays and Sundays, time for the family, you still have this [external 
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 Jemput-jemput is a local fried fritter snack made from flour and other ingredients, rolled up into small balls 
and deep fried.  
31
 Peng, in local slang, can be loosely translated as ‘twist’. In this sense, to peng story means to concoct a 
fabricated version of events.  
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activities]… Then during the family vacation, you are busy with SMS. Messages 
regarding work. So it’s like the love is not there. From the beginning of our marriage, 
to the end, I still asked: ‘Why did you marry me? Instead of saying it out, you do this 
to me. Why did you marry me if you are just going to waste my life away? Why?’ 
That’s all. Why? But he never answered.  Sometimes I’m like… let’s not mention the 
children, because for them, it’s like they didn’t have a father. The love of a husband. 
That’s why I said. Ah, like for my youngest daughter… and my eldest, from the time 
she was in kindergarten, she saw what her father did to me. Because he scolded me, 
what he did to me. 
 
It is against this backdrop—the lived experiences of these mothers from their 
understandings—that a fuller and more nuanced account of why they decided to end the 
marriage makes sense. It is instructive for us to look at the effects of such decontextualized 
discourse and stigma towards divorcees. Indeed, to ‘stay together for the kids’ may at times 
incur costs and consequences for a mother who stayed in the marriage despite her 
unhappiness.  
Saudah is a mother of three daughters who now lives with her sister in a rented flat 
due to the fact that all her daughters decided to live with her former spouse after the divorce. 
She is the only ‘atypical case’ in this research, as highlighted in Chapter 2. Her experience 
highlights the effects of staying in an unhappy marriage for the sake of her daughters. 
Comparing her married life to her current life, Saudah recounted the many times she had to 
ask for money from her then-spouse due to shortages in daily expenses: 
Saudah: The times when we were short on cash, till we had to run to the front door 
and say: ‘Ayah, please give us SGD 10, we want to buy this’. Ah, that’s the kind… 
kind of feeling that I cannot contain. I’m as a wife (sic) I have to run to you to ask for 
money? But the front gate was already locked, and he already walked off. Just that. 
That’s why I said I’m a thief in my own household. Which means that… I spoke to 
the Ustaz [name withheld]. I said to him I didn’t have the cash. But he [her former 
spouse] gave monthly cash for the children’s religious classes. The money for the 
fees, I used it to buy groceries.  
Jauhari: Ah, I see.  
Saudah: Is that wrong? As I said, I admit I’m a thief. But when we ask through the 
proper way, he won’t give the money. 
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Jauhari: Yeah. You had to do it. If not, what about food for the children, right? 
Saudah: Yes. So I gave my daughters the money [for the fees] for their pocket money 
too.  
 
In staying in the marriage despite her unhappiness, Saudah mentioned that she did it for her 
daughters—their interests came first. Yet, her hopes of her children understanding her 
predicament in seeking a divorce came to nought:  
Saudah: So my daughters also felt like, as what they say, it’s hard for them to accept 
it. So it’s been so long, and I wanted a divorce. 27 years [of marriage]. I waited till 
my daughters are all grown up, hopeful that they understand me, but in fact my 
calculation is wrong. You see? So my daughters cannot accept it lah. 
 
 
Displaced after her divorce, Saudah’s main concern now is with housing. The lack of funds in 
her CPF account makes it almost impossible for her to purchase a house, lest she forms a 
‘family nucleus’ with any one of her daughters. Indeed, more often than not, guided by the 
notion of ‘genuine choices’, single-mothers are stigmatised due to their status and how they 
arrived at it, without looking at the circumstances that led them to make those choices (Sidel 
2006). This stigma stems from the idealised norms of marriage, and divorcees are chastised 
for ‘not putting their children’s interest first’, suggesting some kind of ‘selfish, 
individualistic’ pursuit that should be avoided (Quah 2015), which is resonant with the 
ideological-nationalist (Teo 2011) dimension of institutionalised familism I highlighted in 
Chapter 3. 
Yet, as the experiences of these divorcee mothers highlight, ‘choices’ are always 
made within certain parameters—the notion of “pure choice is an illusion” (Juffer 2006:32). 
Indeed, “even where chosen, such [choice] may not be the choice of first preference, but the 
best in the context of a mixture of circumstances” (Baylies 1996:93). For these mothers, 
making choices always involve their children’s welfare and interests, first and foremost, as 
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will be shown throughout this chapter. As we have seen in the mothers’ experiences where 
fathers are less-than-desirably-functional (in the Parsonian sense), “termination of the 
marriage will not necessarily affect children more adversely than its continuation” 
(Dommaraju and Jones 2009:746). And it is precisely due with the well-being of their 
children in mind that these mothers, though “not as well-equipped with resources” (Straughan 
2009:122), negotiate the many and varied structural constraints in performing the dual 
responsibilities of breadwinning and caregiving for their children.  
Thrown into single motherhood not so much through choice but circumstances, these 
mothers become a “single again person, single [mother] and sole breadwinner [of their 
families]” (Quah 2015:65). In their everyday lives, these mothers have/have had to negotiate 
the demands of breadwinning and caregiving for their families, concomitantly illuminating 
the difficulties they encounter in fulfilling these demands. For the lower-income mothers 
(who make up a majority of the mothers I spoke to), such demands are indeed more pressing 
due to a myriad of factors and structural barriers, which I explicate at length below. Relatedly 
then, these experiences also highlight the importance of adequate support networks that 
highly influence the mothers’ abilities to navigate these demands effectively.  
Financial sustainability is one of the more pressing daily concerns—particularly for 
the lower-income mothers I spoke to. This is unsurprising given that scholars have noted how 
single-mothers face a precipitous drop in the household income (Brofenbrenner 1985; 
Weitzman 1985; Dowd 1997; Juffer 2006). For the Malay community in Singapore, the issue 
of low-income and poverty has been framed as one that is caused by the fracturing of the 
nuclear family, making them vulnerable to a culture of dependency and poverty
32
.  Yet, it is 
important to note that the “straightforward assumption that poverty is always associated with 
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 See for example Muhd Nadim (2013).  
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female-headed households [including single-mother families] is dangerous […] because it 
leaves the causes and nature of poverty unexamined” (Moore 1996:61). Here, it is not so 
much their status as single-mothers that causes and perpetuates poverty, but the many 
structural barriers that put these mothers in precarious economic positions.  
ii. Child(ren) maintenance payments:  
 
For the divorcee mothers, one of the sources of income is the monthly child(ren) maintenance 
payment from their former spouses for the children’s expenditures. Yet this is not always 
straightforward. The mothers I spoke to
33
 related that such monthly payments are 
inadequate—ranging between SGD 150 to SGD 350 per child—given that the expenses 
incurred are usually more than the sum received. Also, they mentioned the difficulties they 
face in getting regular and timely payments from their former spouses. For example, Kalsum 
mentioned the instances when she had to ‘chase’ her former spouse for the monthly 
maintenance payments: 
Kalsum: I’ve already slow talked to their father, so many times.  I said SGD 500 for 
both children is barely enough, now that my eldest daughter is entering polytechnic. I 
said ‘if it’s possible, please consider increasing the amount’. He just said: ‘Okay, I 
will settle it’. But so far there’s nothing lah [i.e. no increase].  I cannot depend on him 
too much. So as long as he pays the maintenance, I’m thankful. But if I request for, 
like the children’s extra expenses, it’s hard to get it [from her former spouse]. I mean 
it’s his children, right? There were instances when he was late in the payments, till I 
had to call him to ask for it. I tried texting him, but no replies, so I called him up. I 
mean I try to reason with him, I know he doesn’t like to be chased for payments. But 
please lah, I said. You must remember it yourself. Monthly, the latest day for payment 
is the 8
th
. Yeah, so okay lah. Sometimes I get so frustrated lah. Late or not, as long as 
he pays I’m okay with that.  
 
A common theme that emerged from the divorcee mothers’ narratives with regards to the 
monthly child maintenance is that of late payments. For the lower-income mothers 
(particularly for the mothers who are periodically-employed and unemployed), such late 
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 Child(ren) maintenance payments are only applicable to the divorcee mothers which made up a majority of 
the mothers in this study, i.e. 22 out of 25.  
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payments cause economic strains. Apart from daily costs such as their children’s school 
pocket money, the mothers related how the late payments cause arrears in monthly bills, such 
as their utilities bill. They have to carefully ‘balance’ the monthly expenditures by prioritising 
the immediate needs first, such as food. Relatedly, default in maintenance payments is yet 
another issue these women have to contend with. Rose, a mother of one, mentioned the issues 
surrounding the monthly maintenance payments from her former spouse.  
Rose: Well, last time the payment was 350 [SGD per month]. But that was because he 
had outstanding payments lah. For three years he didn’t pay. But he has settled those 
outstanding payments, so now it’s 250 [SGD]. I maintain an amicable relationship 
with him because he pays the maintenance lah. That’s also because he has ‘tasted’ 
being ‘in there’ for a week.  
 
Jauhari: ‘In there’ as in imprisoned?  
 
Rose: Yeah. Because he defaulted on the payments and I went to the Family Court to 
get them to enforce. I’ve been to the Court so many times lah. But it’s tiring you 
see… Plus I’m, okay, honestly I’m, my I.Q. is a bit slow. So it was my friend who 
pushed me. She said: ‘Go, go to the Family Court. You don’t have to be afraid. Don’t 
be silly, just go. He has defaulted on the payments, so you can’t possibly just keep 
quiet. You get nothing in return right? You don’t have to be afraid’. Because I was 
scared. Why? Because of my daughter. I was afraid that I would complicate the 
custody matters. Yes, I was scared.  
 
In dealing with the issues of late payments and defaults, all the divorcee mothers I spoke to 
narrated the tiresome experiences they had in navigating the bureaucratic landscape of 
maintenance enforcements. To be fair, in 2011, the state has stepped up measures to reduce 
the occurrence of maintenance defaulters. For instance, mothers can now report the defaulters 
to the credit bureaus, which would ultimately have a bearing on the defaulters’ credit 
eligibility (Durai 2011). Yet, as Mathews Mathew noted, “[m]ost of these measures might 
work on men who have better incomes and, as such, care about their credit ratings” (cited in 
Durai 2011). Moreover, the bulk of the responsibility of reporting still ultimately falls on the 
mothers themselves (Durai 2011). For example, in pursuing an enforcement order against 
defaulters, applicants have to furnish the whereabouts or last known whereabouts of their 
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former spouses to expedite the process
34
. For these mothers, the experience of navigating the 
bureaucracy is not only cumbersome
35
 but also intimidating and daunting given that they are 
not familiar with the procedures. 
While the ideal is equality—i.e. the maintenance of the children rests on both parents 
(Family Justice Courts Singapore 2015b)—the “interdependence of the child[ren] with the 
primary caregiver or sole caretaker [i.e. the mothers]” should not be ignored (Dowd 1997:65). 
Apart from the children’s direct expenses, such as their schooling needs, there are also other 
‘shared costs’, such as the cost of housing. This is particularly pertinent for the lower-income 
mothers I spoke to—most of whom are living in rental flats. Sabariah, a mother of four, 
mentioned how her former spouse ‘threatened’ to withhold the monthly maintenance 
payments for the children because he felt that she was ‘misusing it’:  
Sabariah: He said to me once, he threatened me. He said that by right, the money that 
he gives [i.e. maintenance payments] cannot be used to pay for monthly housing 
rental fees and miscellaneous fees like erm, you know the ‘dustbin36’ money. I can’t 
pay for any other expenses lah. So I called up the social worker in-charge of my case. 
I asked: Do I have the right to use the money, because I am currently not working. I 
use it for their meals, I take a bit to pay for the rental, buy groceries lah.  And they 
said: ‘Yes, you have the right to use it because you are currently not working’. 
Honestly, the 600 [SGD] is not enough for all these expenses. Yeah, he threatened 
me. But I’m not stupid. I asked the social worker. He said: ‘If I sue you in court, you 
will be in more trouble.’  
 
These mothers’ experiences in navigating the bureaucratic landscape for child(ren) 
maintenance highlight how Singapore’s post-divorce child support system bears semblances 
to what Millar (1996) refers to as the ‘Anglo-Saxon model’ which are practiced in the U.S., 
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 See Law Society of Singapore (2016): Custody and Maintenance. Available: 
http://www.lawsociety.org.sg/forPublic/YoutheLaw/CustodyMaintenance.aspx  
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 Typically, the process of enforcing default in maintenance payments requires repeated visits to the Family 
Court. See for example Lai-Chia (1995); Ong (1999); SCWO (2013). The mothers refer to these repeated visits 
as ‘going up and down the Court’, which to them is time-consuming and cumbersome.  
36
 The mothers refer to the monthly Service and Conservancy (S&C) charges as ‘duit tong sampah’ –
transliteration: ‘dustbin money’.   
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Australia, Canada, New Zealand, and the United Kingdom (U.K). This model is essentially 
premised on the “private responsibility of parents for their children. The state plays a 
secondary, essentially enforcement role. This reflects a view that stresses private and 
individual responsibility backed up, but not taken over, by the state” (Millar 1996:104-105). 
Indeed, the state has been reluctant in pursuing more pro-active enforcement measures based 
on the understanding that maintenance issues are ‘basic familial responsibilities’ and the state 
would not want to be over-interventionist in such private matters (Durai 2011; see also Teo 
2011). 
Again, we see how families are treated as individualised units—something which I 
alluded to in Chapter 3 in my discussion on institutionalised familism. The state thus largely 
plays the role of the mediator, enforcing only in instances when defaults are reported. Two 
pivotal issues arise from this approach: firstly, the success of such an approach in terms of 
securing a reliable source of income for the mothers and their children hinges on the efficacy 
of the enforcement (Millar 1996). For instance, the Singapore Council of Women’s 
Organisation (SCWO) reports that in cases where the defaulters fail to turn up at the Family 
Court after the issuance of Summons requiring them to attend, a Warrant of Arrest is issued 
out on the defaulters. Yet, defaulters “with warrant of arrest issued will not be stopped at the 
check-point [i.e. Singapore’s border checkpoints] unless claimants request for their case to be 
included in the ‘Stop-List’. Such a request is subject to [a] Judge’s approval” (SCWO 
2013:4). The added layer of bureaucratic procedure thus makes it harder for the mothers to 
pursue the child maintenance owed to them.  
Secondly, such an approach to child support is also dependent on “the capacity of 
absent parents to pay” (Millar 1996:105). Indeed, Dowd (1997) observes that in the U.S., 
instances of repeated default in payments are common. Similarly, in Singapore, a general 
pattern of defaulting on maintenance payments was found to be more prevalent amongst 
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lower-income men (Ong 1999). In terms of amounts provided, these are “characteristically 
lower than actual expenses” incurred on the children (Dowd 1997:65; SCWO 2013)—
something which all the mothers I spoke to raise in relation to the maintenance amounts they 
receive. Where child(ren) maintenance is a modest and at times unreliable source of income, 
mothers are left with few alternatives than to seek full-time employment. But this is in itself 
fraught with other barriers, particularly for the lower-income mothers.   
 
iii. Childcare and employment conundrum: Beyond asocial economic  
           rationalities 
 
As highlighted in the previous chapter, the availability of childcare subsidies in Singapore is 
pegged to the mother’s employment status. Yet, for all the mothers I spoke to, the provision 
of childcare subsidies as a form of ‘substitute caregiving’ does not follow the rather simplistic 
logic of ‘childcare’ easing the burden for mothers so that they can participate in full-time 
employment. This is particularly so for the lower-income mothers whose situation are 
confounded with the lack of decent, well-paying jobs that enable them to ensure the financial 
sustainability of their families. But more generally, for these mothers, one of the chief 
considerations in the uptake of full-time employment is their children, especially those with 
children of school-going age.  
For instance, Rose is currently working part-time at a bakery, which is about a five 
minute walk from her flat. She has a six-day work week, working from 6.30 a.m. to 11.30 
a.m., Monday to Saturday. When I asked if this working arrangement was due to the need to 
look after her daughter, Rose replied:  
Rose: Yea, I deliberately chose to work those timings because of my daughter. 
Otherwise, there will be no one to spend time with her. That’s my reason lah. Because 
I pity my daughter. I mean a lot of my friends asked me: ‘why not send your daughter 
to student care?’ Even my boss mentioned that since my daughter is already in 
primary school, I should work full-time instead of part-time. My boss said: ‘You put 
your daughter at your mother’s place lah.’ So I said: ‘It’s easy for you to say.’ But 
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you know, nowadays children prefer to be at their own homes. My daughter prefers 
that. 
  
For mothers like Rose, their choice of full-time employment straddles, among other factors, 
between the need to support their families financially, as well as caregiving for their children. 
Beyond economic considerations, the mothers mentioned how they need to take into account 
their children’s preferences when it comes to substitute caregiving.  They thus schedule their 
working schedules around their children’s schooling hours. Liana, a mother of three who 
works part-time at a beauty salon, explained:  
Liana: I can't work full time as my children, they are in different sessions in school 
you see. It makes it hard for me. My daughter is in the afternoon session, and the two 
others are in the morning session. I mean, if they are from the same session, I can get 
my older child to take her younger brothers lah. But because they are in different 
sessions, that's why I can't work full time… I’ve already applied for student care, but 
so far no response from them [i.e. the student care centre she applied to]. But of 
course I would prefer to take care of my children myself. You see, at the student care 
or child care, whatever lah, the environment is different. My children prefer to be at 
home. They find it comfortable.  
 
As Edwards and Duncan note, the idea of ‘substitute care’ that enables mothers to participate 
in full-time employment is underpinned by the assumption of economic rationality based on 
the concept of homo economicus, i.e. the ‘rational economic man’—wherein “individual 
economic agents maximise their personal welfare based on cost-benefit calculations, and 
national social policy is assumed to be dominant in setting the stage for this” (Edwards and 
Duncan 1996:115). This is in itself a gendered assumption; indeed, as Acker (2000) noted, 
the idea of ‘work’—i.e. full-time employment—is already based on a masculinist model, and 
‘good’ workers are by default coded as masculine since they are assumed to be ‘rational’ and 
more importantly, free of any domestic responsibilities.   
Yet, for these mothers, with the dual responsibilities of breadwinning and caregiving, 
they thus engage in what Edwards and Duncan aptly refer to as “gendered moral 
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rationalities”; rather than assuming asociality in the economic decisions, as in the case of the 
homo economicus, such gendered moral rationalities are embedded within a wider 
constellation of social factors, such as giving “primacy to the moral benefit of physically 
caring for their children
37” (Edwards and Duncan 1996:120). Indeed, as will be shown later, 
these mothers are keenly aware of the gendered implications which, put simply, place them 
‘between a rock and a hard place’. Firstly, there is evidently a need for them to take on full-
time employment to provide sufficient income for their families given that the nature of the 
public social assistance system in Singapore which I highlighted in Chapter 3. This is 
especially so for the lower-income mothers—as mentioned earlier in this chapter, these 
mothers are often blamed for jeopardising their children’s economic security.  Yet, there is 
also the risk of them being blamed for the children’s lacklustre academic performance, 
presumably from their neglect due to working full-time—something which inundates the 
socio-political and scholarly discourses on single-mothers in Singapore. For these mothers, 
the everyday realities of their economic situation illuminate how it is not so much a choice of 
either full-time employment or childcare, but rather having to adequately balance between 
these two.  
Moreover, even for the middle-income mothers I spoke to who are in full-time 
employment, the demands of caregiving for their children goes beyond the availability of 
‘substitutes’. In contrast to Rose’s experience with her employer, Zaitun, a mother of two 
who works as a senior administrative executive, mentioned how she is ‘lucky’ to have 
employers who ‘understand her situation’: 
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 Here, I employ this concept, but again not in its entirety. In their original formulation, Edwards and Duncan, 
like other scholars in the field of economic sociology, highlighted the social ‘embeddedness’ of economic 
decisions. But they also give primacy to the particular geographies that the single-mothers in their study is 
embedded in—noting how collective norms embedded in particular localities highly influence the uptake of paid 
work. Yet, as Klett-Davies (2007) noted, the emphasis on geographically-defined norms ignores the agentic 
capacity of the single mothers, and other non-collective factors such as the “individually perceived needs of the 
child” (Klett-Davies 2007:55) has to be taken into consideration in the mothers’ gendered moral rationalities—
something which is reflected in the experiences of the mothers I spoke to.  
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Zaitun: Oh, yeah [laughs]. Workplace is, I'm quite lucky because I've been with the 
company for 12 years right, so my boss she's a very understanding boss. She 
understands if at any point I just call her last minute, like sometimes in the morning, 
say when my kid is not well… Sometimes things that happen to my children during 
the day affect me, I can’t sleep, and I have to tell my boss that I have to take morning 
leave, for example. But of course it can’t be frequent. Sometimes, I also feel guilty of 
…you feel guilty of just taking off, like last minute. 
 
Zaitun’s narrative aptly illuminates the intricacies surrounding ‘substitute caregiving’; even 
for the middle-income mothers who are eligible for the full range of child and/or student care 
subsidies, and indeed are able to afford the co-payments, the caregiving responsibility 
towards their children extends beyond economic rationalisation, as I highlighted earlier. 
Indeed, having employers who show substantive, as opposed to formal/instrumental
38
, 
considerations on the need for the mothers to tend to their children has made fulfilling the 
breadwinning and caregiving responsibilities for their children easier. Ruqaiyah and Faezah 
shared similar sentiments. For Ruqaiyah, the fact that she is now working as an administrator 
in a learning centre owned by her former brother-in-law makes it easier for her to navigate 
the unforeseen caregiving demands. For Faezah, a civil servant, she mentioned how her boss 
and colleagues were ‘very understanding’, and her boss was particularly accommodating 
during the period following her late husband’s passing by giving her time off work, when she 
was also still four-months pregnant with her youngest child.  
Additionally, for Faezah and Zaitun, apart from having employers who understand 
their situation, the support that they have from either their own family members or former in-
laws also alleviates some of the demands of caregiving for their children. For example, 
Faezah lives with her elderly mother, who she mentions helps to ‘oversee the kids’ when she 
is at work. For Zaitun, it is her former in-laws who provide support for her due to the fact that 
her own parents have passed away. For instance, on Friday nights when she has to attend her 
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 I use the terms ‘substantive’ and ‘formal/instrumental’ here in the same manner as Weber conceptualised the 
different forms of rationalities (Karlberg 1980).  
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own religious classes, she would send her sons to her former in-laws, and picks them up after 
she ends her class at 10 p.m.  
 On the other hand, for the other periodically-employed and unemployed lower-
income mothers, they are caught in a peculiar ‘Catch-22’: they need to clock in at least 56 
hours, or be employed for at least three months prior to the application to be able to qualify 
for the childcare and/or student care subsidies. Yet, their irregular employment makes it hard 
for them to fulfil these criteria. But the main reason for them seeking the subsidies is 
precisely due to the fact that they need the child/student care in order to take on full-time 
employment.   
For instance, Noor, a mother of three, mentioned how she has already applied for 
several jobs but have not had any replies since. She cannot send her children to an after-
school student care due to the high costs
39
, and thus needs the subsidies to defray the costs, 
but is ineligible for due to her employment status. Similarly, Hafsah, a mother of four, out of 
whom three children are still of school-going ages, related her difficulties in finding suitable 
employment due to her children’s needs:  
Hafsah: The social workers in charge of my case said: ‘you go and work lah’. But 
how can I? I work, stop. Then I work again. You know right, I was working the night 
shift prior at the airport prior to this? Packing the forks and spoons for the airlines lah. 
But that’s short term contract, so now it’s expired. So how? They [i.e. social workers] 
say: ‘simple, child care. Put [my daughters] in child care’. But child care I still need to 
come back, and pick them up. Still have to do this, do that. And I’m also on short term 
contract, so what should I do? And it’s difficult now. I want to work the morning 
shift, it’s difficult. Afternoon difficult, night [shift] also difficult. So how? I asked 
them lah. If I can get the student care subsidies, I’ll be thankful. If I get part-time 
work, it’s fine by me too since part-time is shorter working hours right and I can take 
care of my children.  
 
                                                          
39
 As of 2015, the fees for student-care centres run by VWOs in the various primary schools in Singapore are 
between SGD 240-280 per month, which is generally cheaper than privately-run centres which can cost up to 
SGD 500 per month (Yang 2015). Despite higher subsidies introduced by the state which took effect on January 
1
st
 2016, the employment criteria of the parent(s) still remain unchanged (Ng 2015). Even for someone like 




Like Noor and Hafsah, Safiah shares similar experiences. Originally from Indonesia, Safiah 
gained her citizenship through her marriage with her late spouse in 1989. After her late 
spouse’s passing in 2005, Safiah faced similar predicaments of not being able to find suitable 
child/student care for her four children who were then still young. Safiah’s predicament is 
confounded by the fact that firstly, all her family members live in Indonesia, and her late 
spouse only had an elder sister, who rarely visited Safiah’s family. Furthermore, her 
Indonesian credentials were not recognised in Singapore, and she has a “weak mastery of 
English [Language]” and thus could not find suitable employment.  
Such a ‘Catch-22’ is similarly reflected in Lien Centre for Social Innovation’s 
research of 88 single parents (out of whom, 77 are single mothers). For many of these 
respondents, they were 
eager to seek employment, yet faced with limitations in being able to provide 
appropriate care for their children. Here, there seems to be a Catch 22 where single 
parents cannot afford childcare, yet do not have access to suitable help with childcare 
to allow them to seek employment; employment in turn could render them eligible for 
childcare subsidies (Glendinning, Smith, and Mumtaz 2015:7).   
 
 
In the absence of such subsidies, some of the mothers I spoke to have had to rely on their 
family members—particularly their own mothers—as substitute caregivers, such as Faezah’s 
case as discussed earlier. Yet, such “parcelling out [of] childcare responsibilities” (Quah 
2015:72) is not without its own set of problems. For example, Hawa, a mother of four, 
mentioned how she depended on her own mother to look after her children when she took on 
full-time employment in 2001, two years after her divorce. But Hawa’s mother also felt that 
she was ‘not strict enough’ with her children, and that her working hours as a cleaner at a 
local hotel were interfering with her caregiving duties:  
Hawa: Umm, I started working in 2001. But I stayed with my mother till I got my 
own flat [a two-room rental flat] in 2003 lah. Yeah, I lived with my mother for two 
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years. But, there are also challenges lah. If my children came home late…Well I 
seeking shelter
40
 right. At my mother’s place. So whenever I come home [from work], 
my mother would complain: ‘Your children are like this, like this’. I felt a sense of 
pity for my mother also lah.  Because my daughter came home late from school. She 
will wander around after school sometimes. And her grandmother was constantly 
nagging. She said: ‘you don’t hit your children, that’s why your children are like this, 
coming home late’. But they were already grown up, so how could I hit them right? 
Yeah, my mother likes to nag, always saying ‘you are not strict with your children, 
you do nothing’. So I called up my daughter, I hit her in front of my mother. I said: 
‘So you come home late from school huh?’ I caned her. I did that in front of my 
mother to let her see lah. Because I did not hit my children. I didn’t hit, and rarely 
raised my voice at them.   
 
For Hawa, this purposeful show of discipline in light of her mother’s insistence culminated in 
her eldest son running away to live with his father. Linda, like Hawa, also related how her 
mother was constantly ‘controlling her life’. At the time of the interview, Linda was still 
living in her matrimonial house (pending the completion of her Built-To-Order (BTO) flat 
due to be completed in 2016) with her three school-going children and her elderly parents. 
While Linda tells me that she is ‘very thankful’ to have her mother’s support, especially in 
terms of doing the household chores such as cooking, cleaning, and doing the laundry, she 
also mentions the difficulties that she faces living with her mother:  
Linda: Sometimes, when I scold my children, I ask them to do study, my mother will 
scold me back lah.  
 
Jauhari: Oh? Why is that so? She really dotes on your children?  
 
Linda: I’m not sure lah. It’s difficult lah. I scold my children, but not for nothing, I 
want them to be clever. It’s better that they revise their schoolwork rather than 
watching the TV right? But my mother will say: ‘But the children are tired’, this and 
that. She gives all sorts of reasons la. Yeah, I mean even my elder sister knows that 
my mother controls my life lah.   
 
For these mothers, a reliance on their own family members—especially their own mothers— 
can be both a boon and a bane. While providing the much needed support in terms of 
caregiving such household chores and child-minding, such backing often comes with its own 
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set of difficulties, such as interferences in the upbringing of their children as the experiences 
above highlight. These mothers thus, in a sense, lose some form of control in their lives as 
mothers (Sidel 2006). Indeed, in her study of 35 divorcees in Singapore (out of whom 30 
were women), Quah also found similar patterns—particularly for those who depended on 
their own parents for accommodation as well as childcare support. She found that her 
respondents were “subjected to parental control: their parents still treated them like a child 
and imposed their values and expectations [which were] hard to meet” (Quah 2015:69).  This, 
as she noted, was in conflict her respondents’ sense of autonomy and independence to build 
their own lives following their divorce (Quah 2015).  
Apart from caregiving, for these women, their family members also become source of 
financial support. Yet, this ‘line of defence’ is in itself fraught with fragilities, particularly for 
the lower-income mothers; for some, they are cognizant of the financial situation of their 
family members, and thus would not want to place more constraints on their family members. 
For others, they evidently do not have any support from their own families due to a myriad of 
reasons, thus making their situation all the more precarious.  
iv. Family as the first line of defence: Kin (and kith)  
 
Regardless of socio-economic status, scholars have cogently noted the importance of social 
support for single-mothers (e.g. Paterson 2001; Wong et al. 2004; Sidel 2006; Quah 2015), 
such as supporting them in childcare and household chores, as highlighted in the previous 
section. Moreover, the added benefit of living with their parents is having a supplementary 
source of income for the family. When asked about how she manages her finances due to the 
fact that she is the sole income earner for her family of two children and her elderly mother,                                                                                                                                                                       
and a live-in FDW, Faezah, for instance, tells me that she spends about SGD 700 for her live-
in FDW (excluding meals) on a monthly basis.  
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Unlike the other two widowed mothers I spoke to (Hajar and Safiah), Faezah’s late 
spouse did not purchase any form of life insurance because ‘he wasn’t convinced of the need 
for it’, and thus she does not have any monthly pay outs as do the other two mothers. For 
Faezah, the bulk of her monthly income comes from her own salary as an executive in the 
public sector. Indeed, she tells me that it is undeniably tough, given that her daughter is in 
secondary school, so her ‘expenditure is also increasing’. But Faezah also mentions how she 
is ‘very lucky and thankful’ because her mother ‘pumps in a bit of money’, contributing to 
the monthly household income:  
Faezah: Actually, for the house itself, nothing much lah. Because it’s covered under 
HPS
41
. So, just the maintenance fees all that. I mean, daily maintenance like your [..] 
water bills all that. So the bulk of my salary… goes to the maid lah, my helper. So, 
thank God with whatever savings that we had… during the time when my late-spouse 
was around lah. So from there, I pump in a little bit. At the same time I have siblings 
who also pump in lah. Contribute to my mother, so my mother will pass abit of it to 
me lah. So that’s how we roll the finances back and forth monthly.  
 
Linda echoes similar sentiments in relation to having a supplementary source of income. 
Regardless of her mother’s ‘controlling behaviour’, Linda mentions that she is ‘grateful’ that 
her mother shares the monthly expenses:  
Linda: Umm, my mother, thank God… she helps pay half the PUB [i.e. utilities bill]. 
Because she also uses a lot of water [chuckles] and a lot of gas [chuckles]. I mean she 
controls everything right [laughs]. Yeah, sometimes the bill come up to 200 [SGD] 
plus lah. So I said: ‘okay mak, let’s share the PUB?’ Half-half lah.  
 
Jauhari: Oh, so your mother is still working? 
 
Linda: No, from the rent money she gets. Plus what I give to her monthly as well as 
what my sister gives to her also. So she has that lah [i.e. source of income].  
 
                                                          
41
 Home Protection Scheme (HPS): “The HPS is a mortgage-reducing insurance that protects members and their 
families against losing their homes in the event of death or permanent incapacity before their housing loans are 
paid up” (CPF Board 2016). For both Faezah and Safiyah, the outstanding mortgages on their matrimonial flats 




Like Faezah, Linda is one of the five middle-income mothers I spoke to—she works as an 
administrative executive at a local bank. Indeed, support from their kin, in terms of helping 
them with their family’s finances, is crucial for these mothers. For instance, when asked who 
she turned to in times of need relating to finances, Ruqaiyah related how her former brother-
in-law (who is coincidentally her employer, as I highlighted in the previous section) once 
helped to settle the arrears in monthly maintenance from her former spouse:   
Ruqaiyah: Okay, I think it's a perk lah. My boss is so called family member. So he 
knows. So there's one point of time also that the brother [i.e. her former spouse] did 
not give maintenance money. Because he said that: ‘You know: you're not managing 
it well. So I don't see why I should give you the money.’ So for I think… two or three 
months, he didn't give me maintenance. So for that it's like okay like, I cannot handle. 
So I approached my boss. then he paid thru the company lah… Because he knows the 
brother, you know, so it's no point. So [he said]: ‘you need proceed with your life. 
With all the, you know expenses and everything’.  
 
While this form of support was readily available for the middle-income mothers, for the other 
lower-income mothers, though this support is obviously much needed given their economic 
situations, such financial assistance is unfortunately not readily available. Hafsah, who lives 
four units away from her mother’s flat, mentions how her mother provides for her children’s 
school pocket money and meals, since she is unemployed; indeed, she tells me that this is one 
of the ‘perks of living close to [her] mother’. However, she is also cognizant of the fact that 
her mother, who is working as a cleaner, also has her own expenses to deal with and cannot 
be expected to constantly give that economic support.  
Habibah, who lives with her two daughters and their three young children in a two-
room rental flat, is yet another mother who relies on her own kin, as well as kith, for financial 
support. She is unemployed due to her weight-related medical condition—not being able to 
stand for extended periods of time, and a weak immune system. The week before I conducted 
the interview, Habibah was hospitalised for suspected tuberculosis, but was subsequently 
discharged after tests showed negative results. She is thus dependent on her two daughters 
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(who themselves are single mothers
42
) primarily for financial support, but this is in itself 
fraught with difficulties. Both of them are irregularly employed—usually taking on short-
term cleaner jobs for ‘four or five months’ at any given period. For Habibah, this presents a 
conundrum: her irregularly-employed daughters make it hard for her to receive sustained 
assistance from the state. Indeed, she related to me how the social assistance she received 
hinges on the precondition that her daughters are actively searching for employment:  
Habibah: Yeah, I received assistance for the rental [costs] lah. But I’m not sure how 
much they [i.e. social assistance agency] give. But they want to help me, they said 
they will give jobs to my daughters. They assist for a few months, and for these few 
months, my daughters have to go down to the office for them to help look for jobs. 
But my daughters didn’t turn up, so I didn’t get the assistance lah. They thought I was 
lying, but I submitted all the necessary documents. What can I do when my daughters 
don’t turn up, right? 
 
Moreover, it is also due to their irregular employment that her family members are reluctant 
in giving her financial support: 
Habibah: My siblings did assist me last time lah. But they also said: ‘It’s not that we 
don’t want to help you, but if we do, your daughters will not go out to work’. My 
elder brother also scolded me. My siblings said: ‘We don’t help you, but not because 
we don’t like or love you’. 
 
She does concede, however, that her own mother sometimes gives her ‘20, or 15 dollars’, and 
also groceries like cup noodles and canned food. Moreover, she also relies on her kith for 
financial support, such as her ‘adoptive child43’ who lives nearby and buys groceries for her, 
contingent on his ‘own financial situation’. For mothers like Hafsah and Habibah, the 
reliance on kin and kith are thus limited by the latter’s own financial situation, something 
which these mothers are well-aware of.   
                                                          
42
 See Chapter 2 for details on Shima, Habibah’s daughter. 
43
 Habibah mentions her ‘anak angkat’ (transliterated: adoptive child), while other mothers frequently refer to 
their friends as ‘relatives’ (‘saudara’). However, the kinship term used by the mothers is more in the colloquial 
sense. As Judith Nagata (2011:49) notes, Malay kinship patterns are based not only on “biology or blood [but] is 
a symbolic way of expressing social closeness or distance.” 
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Indeed, for lower-income single-mothers, Cook (2012) notes how informal support is 
essential, not so much for social mobility but as a necessity; such support is often relied on 
“almost exclusively as a survival strategy” (Cook 2012:344; see also Dominguez and 
Watkins 2003). On the other hand, while being undoubtedly instrumental for the mothers, 
such support is also constrained by socio-economic factors. Due to their own financial 
circumstances, “the scope of family network members willing and able to donate their time, 
money or other resources could be limited too” (Roy, Tubbs, and Burton 2004:173). Locally, 
such limitations in support from family and friends have been noted by Glendinning, Smith 
and Mumtaz’s (2015) study on single-parents in Singapore as well. Indeed, for these mothers, 
the family as the ‘first line of defence’ is often fraught with its own set of difficulties.  
Moreover, for some of the mothers I spoke to, this much needed social support is 
unavailable to them, such as Safiah noted earlier. Similarly, Fitrah mentioned how she ‘had to 
handle everything on her own’ due to the fact that her own family members live in Malaysia. 
For Zainab, a mother of four who lives in a rental flat, her situation is confounded by children 
with special needs (her eldest son and youngest daughter), as well as her wheelchair-bound 
mother whom she cares for. Like Fitrah, Zainab’s elder sister (her only sibling) lives in 
Malaysia after their father passed away. When I interviewed Zainab at her flat, she was in the 
midst of baking pineapple tarts for the 2015 Chinese New Year seasonal orders from her 
network of personal contacts—one of the many jobs Zainab takes on to support her family. 
Other than the seasonal ‘mini-business’, Zainab also works part-time at an elderly care centre 
as a cleaner:  
Zainab: I work from 8.30 a.m. to 10 a.m.  I cannot work longer [hours] because of my 
mother. Well actually, I had to give up one more location because it was tiring for me. 
I was running around, here and there. Then I have to cook, and pick her [points to her 
youngest daughter] up from school. So I quit lah. So now… usually I clock in five 
hours of work lah, two hours daily. But now I clock in only four hours. Because I quit 




Jauhari: So, so you worked as a cleaner for the centre, and another job?  
 
Zainab: No, it’s the same company. But three different locations. Here [i.e. her flat’s 
void deck], one near the market, and another one. So I had to go to the three different 
locations lah in one shift.  
Jauhari: I see. So how much is the pay, if you don’t mind me asking?  
 
Zainab: For three locations, I usually bring home less than 500 [SGD] per month. If 
I… Because I took a lot of time off. I had to, since I have to bring my mother for her 
medical check-ups right? So, I always took time off. With time off and all, I bring 
home around 400 plus [SGD] per month only.  
 
To supplement the income, Zainab also takes on weekend odd jobs: 
Zainab: That’s why for me… Whenever there are like… people who call me to work, 
I work lah. Like doing the laundry, ironing clothes. On Saturdays and Sundays. Or I 
clean the[ir] house[s].  
 
The multiple jobs that Zainab takes on to provide for her family, on top of the demands of 
caregiving for her elderly mother and children with special needs, is undoubtedly hard—
indeed, she tells me that her daily life is ‘a struggle, trying to support a family of six, 
including myself [herself]’. As Hasanah, a mother of six living in a rental flat, puts it aptly: 
Hasanah: I work as a cleaner to support my family. But most of my monthly wages 
goes to paying the rental and utilities bills. I mean, they [i.e. the authorities] can cut 
off my lights and water if I don’t pay up, right? So you see I would have to work in 
another job to be able to provide adequately for my children.  
 
Despite working multiple jobs, mothers like Zainab and Hasanah still face immense 
challenges in meeting the economic needs of their families. Moreover, the lack of support 
from kin (and kith) places tremendous pressures and constraints for them as the sole 
breadwinners providing income for their families. As I noted in Chapters 1 and 3, family as 
the ‘first line of defence’ is the underlying principle of the social assistance system in 
Singapore. The latter is, by and large, characterised by short-to-medium term stop-gap 
measures by the state, geared precisely towards (re)employment. In terms of cash handouts, 
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the state has been rather guarded and cautious—based on the belief that welfare breeds a 
dependency mentality particularly amongst low-income individuals—thus eroding the work 
ethic that is deemed to be vital to Singapore’s economic competitiveness.  
Yet, rather than a ‘dependency mentality’, these mothers do possess a strong work 
ethic, and indeed want to be in full-time employment to support their families—as Zainab’s 
and Hasanah’s experiences aptly highlight. However, there exist both personal as well as 
structural barriers that unfortunately limit these mothers’ opportunities in gaining 
employment. Indeed, as will be shown below, with regards to social assistance, the rather 
modest handouts—coupled with the (re)employment criteria—becomes yet another constraint 
that these mothers have to deal with in their daily lives.  
v. Negotiating the Public Social Assistance bureaucratic landscape: 
  
In negotiating the public social assistance landscape, the mothers I spoke to related how the 
(re)assessments for public social assistance by the relevant agencies such as FSCs, 
Community Development Councils (CDCs), Social Service Offices (SSOs), or other local 
Voluntary Work Organisations (VWOs) are made primarily on the basis of: monthly per 
capita income, type of housing, and applicants’ potential for employment. Indeed, for some, 
these are the very criteria that make them ineligible for assistance. For instance, Linda related 
how her application for an extension was turned down due to the fact that her per capita 
household income was deemed to be above the income ceiling. Yet, Linda also points out that 
while this was calculated on the basis of her monthly salary divided amongst her and her 
children, she also lived with her elderly parents who no doubt needed her care. The 
bureaucratic hurdle that Linda faces is due to the fact that her parents are not registered 
occupants in the flat that she lives in. In reality, instead of three, her monthly income is 
divided amongst six individuals. Moreover, she explained how the social workers she 
approached told her that she had a monthly source of passive income from her parents renting 
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out their flat. But this passive income, as Linda notes, goes primarily to her parents’ monthly 
medical expenses, and only a small amount goes to the household income, such as the 
utilities bill as noted earlier.  
For Safiyah, it is precisely the type of housing (five-room flat that was insured under 
HPS) that restricts her eligibility for public social assistance.  
Safiyah: Yes, Yes. I did ask for assistance before. I went to [a local Malay/Muslim 
organisation]. It was quite some time ago. But they asked for so many documents. 
And they looked at my house. I didn’t get any [assistance] in the end. So they said: 
‘Well, madam, you still have a house’, this and that lah. Don’t tell me they will only 
help me when I’m homeless? Yes, this is my late spouse’s flat that he left for me and 
the kids. But I needed help to settle my electricity bills, which was quite high because 
I had accumulated so much arrears. And we also need to eat, right?  
 
Hajar, like Safiyah, also related how her applications for public social assistance were turned 
down due to ‘her flat’, i.e. a four-room flat. While other scholars have noted that policy-wise,  
widowed mothers are perhaps treated in a better light due to their circumstances, i.e. not by 
their own volition (e.g. Wong et al. 2004; Teo 2011), both Safiah’s and Hajar’s experiences 
suggest otherwise. While the HDB flat is commonly considered as an asset (Smith et al. 
2015), basing the eligibility assessment on the type of flats overlooks the everyday financial 
needs and material existence of these mothers.  
Moreover, the mothers who are/have been on public social assistance also related how 
the process of (re)application requires them to produce multiple documents, such as their 
identity cards and of those living in the same household, latest bank statement(s), CPF 
account statements, latest payslip(s), latest HDB statement, latest utilities bill etc
44
. Hafsah, 
for instance, related how the social worker in-charge of her case asked to see the bank 
account statement and the payslip of her eldest son, who, at the time of application, just 
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finished serving his National Service (NS) and was thus unemployed. For her, this presented 
a dilemma: based on her past interactions with the social workers, she reckons they will ask 
why he was not working in her ‘application declaration’. In any case, she tells me that he is 
rarely home, and she found it hard to ask him for such documents. As Teo puts it aptly, the 
requirement for a long list of documents during the (re)application process looks more like 
“multiple layers of fraud prevention” for a rather modest sum of assistance (Teo 2015:106). 
For the lower-income mothers who are working, this presents yet another quandary.  
Indeed, despite working multiple jobs, Zainab shared that she is only able to ‘get by’ 
from whatever income she receives. She also mentions how she is in the process settling the 
rental arrears that she has (around SGD 800) that was accumulated over a period of time due 
to the fact that she had to quit her then full-time job as a catering assistant because she had to 
take care of her ill, elderly mother and youngest daughter. Such accumulation of arrears is 
common amongst rental flat dwellers; a Horizon staff who was present during the interview 
with Zainab
45
 mentioned how the volatile economic situation of the residents, such as being 
on short-term contract jobs and losing their jobs, often leads to the accumulation of arrears. 
Indeed, such economic volatility is evident amongst the lower-income mothers I spoke to. 
Confounded by limited formal education, most of these mothers are often employed in low-
paying jobs such as cleaners and service line jobs. Maryam, a mother of three living in a one-
room rental flat, for instance, mentions how despite the Progressive Wage Model (PWM) that 
was introduced in 2014 wherein resident cleaners are to be paid at least SGD 1000 per 
month
46
, her monthly wages still fall short of this amount:  
Maryam: My supervisor say[s] my pay is 1000 [SGD], but in [the] pay slip, it say[s] 
800 plus only. 1000 is for them [i.e. her company] to declare to the CPF lah. 800 is 
gross [salary], so minus CPF, I take home only about 600 plus. 
                                                          
45
 See Chapter 2.  
46
 The term ‘resident cleaners’ refers to Singaporeans and Permanent Residents (Imelda Saat 2015b).  
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For the lower-income mothers who are working, it is precisely due to their employment that 
their monthly assistance is reduced—for Maryam, it was reduced from SGD 400 to SGD 200. 
When she approached her social worker to ask for increased assistance, she was told that the 
public social assistance was for the ones ‘who needed it the most’, and since she was already 
working, they ‘need not give her so much’. Yet, as Maryam noted, even with assistance, her 
monthly income falls short of SGD 1000—of which most goes to paying her monthly bills 
such as her rental fees, utilities bill, S & C charges and household expenditures like groceries.  
Apart from the rather modest cash handouts, the public social assistance system in 
Singapore is also made up of subsidies such as for education, housing, utilities etc. which are 
disbursed directly to those concerned to prevent welfare-dependency (Lim 2007). For 
example, in terms of education, most of the lower-income mothers I spoke to are or have 
been on some form of Financial Assistance for their children, most notably for their 
children’s daily school pocket money, either from the schools or the FSCs. Yet, these 
mothers also note that this is barely enough for their children—which ranged from SGD 1.50 
to SGD 2 per day, in the form of food coupons rather than cash. More often than not, these 
mothers would have to ‘top up’ these amounts, especially in cases where the children have to 
stay in school for extra activities. 
Moreover, a common theme that emerged from the mothers’ experiences in 
negotiating the public social assistance landscape (be it in terms of cash handouts or 
subsidies) is the duration of assistance, which ranges between three to six months at any 
given period of time. Extensions of assistance are highly dependent on the assessment of the 
mothers’ financial situation, made on a “case to case basis” (Wee 2007). Most notably, such 
assessment is made on the mothers’ potential for employment, which as I noted earlier in 
Section C, is intricately intertwined with the gendered moral rationalities that these mothers 
have to make in light of the caregiving demands. Herein lies yet another quandary: for the 
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lower-income mothers, the low-paying and irregular odd jobs that they are engaged in are 
barely enough to cover the monthly expenses of their families. Yet, it is this very 
employment that reduces the amount of assistance disbursed to them.  
For the lower-income mothers then, the short-to-medium duration of assistance makes 
their economic situation all the more volatile and vulnerable, since there is a lack of a safety 
net for them to fall back on. While for some of the mothers, they are caught in a Catch-22 
with regards to childcare and employment as I noted earlier, for others, their health conditions 
make it hard for them to be in employed. Habibah, for instance, mentioned how when she 
approached a local Malay/Muslim organisation for assistance, she was told that she should 
work. Her explanation of her ill-health was rebutted when one of the officers mentioned that 
she ‘herself had pain in her legs but was still able to work’. Like Habibah, Maria, a mother of 
four who also lives in a rental flat, suffering from an anxiety disorder has made it almost 
impossible for her to attain full-time employment. She revealed this when I asked if she has 
gone for any skills-upgrading courses to help her gain a full-time job:  
Maria: I actually want to go for a course, but the doctor said cannot lah. Because I 
keep on doing the things over and over again. Like I keep on washing my laundry 
even though I have already washed them [chuckles]. I told my doctor that I want to go 
on some skills-upgrading courses lah. But he said I can’t because of my condition you 
see.   
 
Maria’s economic situation is confounded by the fact that her former spouse does not pay any 
maintenance for the children as he himself suffers from medical problems and is unemployed. 
Maria is thus dependent on the public social assistance—mostly subsidies for her monthly 
rental, S & C charges and utilities. For her four school-going children, Maria mentions that 
while they were formerly on Financial Assistance from their schools, they have already 
‘max[ed] out the duration that they are eligible for’. She now has to factor in her children’s 
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daily school pocket money in the monthly cash handout of SGD 400 that she receives, which 
is spent mostly on food and other basic household necessities. 
Rohayah is yet another mother who is unemployed due to her medical conditions. 
Currently living with her two school-going children in a rental flat, she suffers from a chronic 
sleeping disorder and a vertebral nerve injury which limits the weight of objects that she can 
carry, making it almost impossible for her to take on full-time employment. Financially, 
Rohayah relies on the monthly maintenance of children from her former spouse of SGD 700 
per month, on top of the periodic social assistance that she sought from a local 
neighbourhood Family Service Centre (FSC) and two Malay/Muslim organisations. Rohayah 
relates her experience in negotiating the public social assistance landscape:  
Rohayah: I have to approach them [i.e. the organisations]. Whatever it is, I have to 
prepare stacks after stacks of documents [laughs]. For each individual organisation, 
the documents have to be prepared lah. You cannot sit down what. You sit down, how 
you expect people to help you? So the thing is, I go to [the two Malay/Muslim 
organisations], then they help lah, whatever necessary. So they go by yearly process.  
So when you finish, you have to renew again, go through the interview again.  That’s 
how you go lah, along the way.  
Jauhari: So looking back, how did you find the process?  
Rohayah: Uhm, from my experience, if I’m asking for more, say for my children, 
their school pocket money or something cannot lah. So whatever it is, I’ll try to get 
lah. I try the [neighbourhood FSC]. But they also cannot help you all time what, they 
got grace period what.  
Jauhari: Oh, how does this grace period work? 
Rohayah: Uhm, a few months... So this year, depending on how many months you are 
eligible for, that period they give you [the assistance]. After that, you have to have an 
interval [period]. Yea, stop first.  Ah, stop. Then you continue again a few months 
later.  But the continuation is also not so smooth, sometimes it’s interrupted lah.  
 
For mothers like Rohayah, Habibah and Maria, their need for public social assistance is borne 
not so much out of a ‘dependency mentality’ as it is on the practical realities of their 
everyday lives—to meet the basic daily necessities, such as food for their children. More 
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crucially, for the lower-income mothers, the very work ethic that the state seeks to encourage 
is evident; indeed, all of the mothers I spoke to expressed their desires to be in full-time 
employment to be able to adequately support their families financially. More than just mere 
evocations of desires, these mothers have in fact taken concrete actions to increase their 
chances of being employed. Despite her medical conditions, Rohayah has attended and 
completed many skills-related upgrading courses and was also in the process of completing 
her driving license course at the time of the interview. She related her struggling efforts at 
finding full-time employment since she was retrenched from her former job as a customer 
service assistant in 2007:  
Rohayah: I went through NTUC [Employment and Employability Institute, e2i
47
] and 
I filled up the form right. So [I got an] interview from them lah. So they were telling 
me you can work or not, washing and cleaning related lah. I said I cannot work [the] 
physically demanding types, I got back problem. They offered serving and clearing, 
but that’s also physically demanding, my limit is not more than 10kg. Oh, then they 
said: ‘It’s hard lah. You cannot work’. So I asked them: ‘Why you give me this type 
of job? I’ve been working in the office before, and I worked as a receptionist before. I 
work in the hotel line for so many years. You still give me this type of job, I don’t 
think it’s fit [for me].’ I’ve been involved in several heated discussions with them 
[laughs]. Because they tend to give me non-fitting jobs you see.  When I ask for that I 
would like to work, like security guard, but they tell me that I have to undergo a 
certification course first. But that requires money too, right? So after that I go so 
many areas [i.e. job search]. I went so many areas. Until I gave up. I think more than 
100 jobs I’ve tried [applying for]. Of course, by writing and also [physically] going 
out [to the location].  And the places are not near; sometimes I have to go to Jurong. 
To that extent you know. So I never stopped. But still they don’t have anything for 
[me]. Then I said how about cashier? Cashier is not available, they said.  
 
 
Rohayah’s experience aptly illuminates the disjuncture in the skills-upgrading programmes, 
and more generally, the Workfare policy that I discussed in the previous chapter. Like the 
issue of ‘substitute caregiving’, the trajectory is not as simple as upgrading one’s skills and 
credentials to improve employability, and thereafter gaining employment for self-sufficiency. 
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 E2i: “As THE (sic) leading organisation to create solutions for better employment and employability, e2i 
exists to create better jobs and better lives for workers” (Available: https://e2i.com.sg/what-we-do/).  
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Indeed, the effects of such a policy on the ground, as these mothers’ experiences highlight, 
are radically different from the way it is presumed to work by policy-makers. For mothers 
like Rohayah, despite having undertaken the various upgrading programmes to increase their 
employability, there is the added issue of the suitability of jobs due to their medical 
conditions. Fazliah is yet another mother who has undertaken skills-upgrading courses.  Like 
many of the lower income mothers I spoke to, her limited formal education is one of the 
constraints that make it hard for her to find a full-time job:  
Fazliah: I didn’t, straight up I tell you, I didn’t have [formal] education. I don’t really 
know English [Language]. Well, I can read, it’s just that sometimes I can’t pronounce 
the words. So I went to the CDC and said that I don’t know English you see. But they 
said: ‘It’s okay, you just go ahead and attend the course. If you don’t know, you can 
ask your course mates to explain.’ So I went with just one intention in mind: I am here 
to upgrade myself. And right now, I already have a few certificates from the courses.  
 
One of the conditions of the ‘Short-to-Medium Term Assistance’ these mothers are under is 
that they have to actively search for employment, including undergoing skills-upgrading 
training—failing which, their assistance can be terminated48. Yet, even with active efforts at 
(re)training and job searches, there are indeed many other attenuating factors—the 
availability of suitable child/student care; limited and/or absence of family support; medical 
conditions—which evidently limit the mothers’ availability for employment.  In recent years, 
the state has announced the expansion the support system (including the ‘Short-to-Medium 
Term Assistance’) for low-income individuals. While ostensibly this may signal more support 
for low-income individuals, Teo (2014a) noted that such reforms lean more towards 
companies, predicated upon the belief that such enhancements would stimulate more jobs and 
enhance productivity, hence making Singapore’s economy more robust.  
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Yet, the ‘employment-as-panacea’ model—based on the idea of the homo economicus 
I highlighted in Section C—that the state adopts overlooks the many and varied structural 
gendered inequalities, which are more pressing for the lower-income mothers as their 
experiences above suggest. The full implications of the formal employment as condition to 
public social assistance, as well as the Catch-22 with regards to both childcare subsidies and 
reduction in subsidies upon employment, will be discussed at length in the concluding 
chapter. Suffice it here to say that policy-makers need to understand that these mothers “do 
not enter the labour market as independent workers but as socially-dependent on others” 
(Cook 2012:348). Indeed, in her own meta-analysis of the welfare-to-work programmes for 
single mothers in the U.S., U.K, Canada, and Israel, Cook (2012) noted that such 
programmes (which indeed share striking similarities to Singapore’s approach to public 
social assistance
49
) effectively privatises the issues faced by the single-mothers, causing them 
to fall back on their network of family and friends—a network which is in itself fraught with 
many and varied challenges.  
By now, we have seen that such privatisation/individualisation is a recurring motif, as 
the mothers’ experiences aptly demonstrate. As highlighted in Chapter 3, despite the overt 
rhetoric of communitarianism, the state’s policies, ironically, treat families as individualised 
units (Teo 2011; Quah 2015). With an overarching discourse of meritocracy that valorises 
individual achievements—and by extension, puts the blame squarely on individuals in the 
event of failures (Ee 2012:15)—structural factors that put individuals in precarious positions 
are often glossed over. Indeed, for these lower-income mothers, their limited formal 
education further confounds their opportunities at gaining a decent-paying job (particularly in 
Singapore’s knowledge-biased economy) that enables them to sufficiently provide for their 
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families—in short, to become a self-sufficient family. Coupled with the rather transient 
nature of the public social assistance system, which is based on the precondition of 
employment that overlooks the structural barriers, these mothers’ economic positions become 
all the more precarious.  
On the other hand, these mothers’ experiences also highlight the importance of having 
links to organisations. Amongst the 25 mothers I interviewed, half (13) of them were clients 
of Specialist FSC, one of the two organisations which allowed me access into the field
50
. For 
Specialist FSC, it is primarily focused on providing emotional and psychological support for 
single mothers, through focus group meetings and programmes where mothers come and 
share their lived experiences with others. Indeed, all the 13 mothers who were clients of 
Specialist FSC mentioned that through the support programme, they were able better manage 
the emotional upheavals associated with being a single mother. Saudah, for instance, related 
how the sharing sessions made her reflect on her own experiences:  
Saudah: So we [the mothers] mingle with each other lah. You see, we all come from 
different clusters. Some mothers are widowed, others are divorcees. Some are quite 
high end, like their life is good, they got stable incomes. But they still mix and mingle 
around you see. So from there I get to see many circumstances [of the mothers] lah. 
They are all different. So from there, I was moved you see. I used to think that I’m 
alone, sad and all. But from the experiences, I saw that there are other mothers who 
are in more difficult positions than me. So it sort of made me conscious about my own 
experiences.  
 
Furthermore, the support provided by Specialist FSC is also pivotal in practical terms. During 
the initial stages of her post-divorce life, Kalsum related how the organisation, which runs its 
own network of child and student care centres, also provided her with the much needed 
childcare support which enabled her to take on her previous job as an assistant at a local 
library branch. The FSC also runs an Income Generating Project (IGP) comprising of baking 
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and sewing courses for the mothers, geared primarily towards supplementation of income for 
these mothers through home-based businesses. Participants pay a nominal sum for the 
courses—a Specialist staff who was the main liaison for my access to the mothers told me 
was mainly to ‘instill a sense of ownership’ in the participants so that ‘they have the incentive 
to attend and realise that they can take charge of their lives
51.’  
Moreover, from participation in the FSC’s programmes, some of the mothers 
mentioned how they formed their own groups, which provides both emotional as well as 
practical benefits. For both Fazliah and Rose, whom I co-interviewed simultaneously, they 
mentioned how they regularly shared groceries and other foodstuffs between themselves. 
Similarly, Fitrah, who now works as a freelance masseuse, mentioned how she and other 
mothers she got to know from the programme have formed their own group and regularly 
shares information about events as well as opportunities for earning income. A fuller 
discussion on the implications of this program, particularly for lower-income mothers who 
are not linked to the FSC, such as Zainab, will be explicated in the concluding chapter. 
Suffice it here to say that for the mothers who are linked to this FSC, one of the benefits is 
the networking opportunities that it provides for single mothers, which is no doubt pivotal for 
the lower-income mothers given their precarious economic situations.  
vi. Precarity: 
  
Indeed, as the women’s experiences in my research highlight, their precarious positions stems 
not so much from their own failures as they do from the structural conditions which they are 
embedded in. To this end, I eschew the terms ‘vulnerable’ and ‘needy’—terms which carry 
negative connotations in public discourses on single mothers in Singapore
52—to emphasise 
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the precarity of these mothers’ living conditions. These mothers are “groups of [individuals] 
in unstable or precarious positions [which have] material and psychological effects on the 
overall quality of life” (Amamiya 2010:251). Precarity, as some scholars argue, is intricately 
intertwined with the move towards flexibilisation of labour in the global neo-liberal capitalist 
economic structures, and the retreat from state welfarism towards market-oriented welfare 
regimes, as in the case of the U.S. for instance (Ettlinger 2007). Yet, as other scholars have 
noted, to spatially-bound the concept to polities is an erroneous exercise (Ettlinger 2007; 
Neilson and Rossiter 2008).  
As Teo (2011) argues, while Singapore’s economy is not neo-liberal per se, given the 
high level of state intervention (as opposed to the U.S., for instance, where even essential 
services such as the provision of electricity were outsourced to private companies as the 
prolific case of Enron highlights), the underlying philosophy bears striking semblances. 
Indeed, as highlighted earlier, the belief that the market economy will produce the ‘most 
efficient’ outcomes aptly illuminates the neo-liberal tendencies of the state. Moreover, with 
formal employment as a precondition for assistance, premised on an anti-welfare rhetoric, 
telling points towards the individualising/privatising tendencies that are hallmarks of neo-
liberalism. The implications of these tendencies on the notions of citizenship will be 
explicated fully in the concluding chapter.  
Conceptual arguments aside, the more germane point here is to note the effects of 
such structural conditions on the lives of these mothers. Indeed, the constraints that these 
mothers—particularly the lower-income mothers—face in their everyday lives with regards 
to child(ren) maintenance payments, childcare alternatives, families as limited sources of 
support, and the transient and conditional nature of the public social assistance aptly 
illuminate Gallie and Paugam’s (2002) point on precarity:  
74 
 
With respect to living conditions, a crucial factor that heightens precarity is clearly 
inadequacy of financial resources. This involves not only the current level of income 
but also the duration of time over which people have experienced financial 
deprivation […] The second major dimension of precarity is that of work precarity – 
since the nature of people’s jobs has been shown consistently to be a central factor 
affecting their long-term risks of unemployment, poverty and ill-health (Gallie and 
Paugam 2002:17).  
 
Yet, it is pivotal to note that such precarity have been used as ‘evidence’ to support the 
normative and moralistic position of the superiority of the nuclear family, concomitantly 
placing the blame squarely on the mothers (Paterson 2006). Within the functionalist family 
model that the state ascribes to, the underlying assumption is that the father plays an 
‘instrumental’ role of being the main breadwinner of the family. Also, there is the implicit 
assumption that the ‘traditional father’ is one who plays the ‘disciplinarian’ role to inculcate 
the socio-cultural proscriptions in the children so that they turn out to be ‘normal’ 
individuals.  
Unsurprisingly, this gendered bias is reflected in most of the literature on single-
mothers that tend to focus on the effects of the absence of the father rather than on the 
presence of the mother who ‘keeps the family going’ (Paterson 2001:36). As feminist 
scholars have noted, the actual work in terms of caregiving done in the domestic realm by 
mothers, while being pivotal to the smooth running of capitalism, are more often than not 
rendered invisible (e.g. Smith 1987; Klett-Davies 2007; Teo 2015). With such gendered 
biases, it is of little wonder then that single-mothers have been associated with the ‘transfer of 
dysfunctionality’, as I highlighted in Chapter 3. Indeed, “most fundamentally, any family that 
does not include a man is faulted as deficient, defective, disrupted, broken” (Sidel 2006:26). 
The dominant discourse on the ‘good, desirable’ family in Singapore largely focuses 
on the form of a family, with the implicit assumption that form ‘guarantees’ functions; an 
absence of the ‘good and desirable’ form is assumed to lead to ‘dysfunctions’. Yet, as Nancy 
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Dowd cogently notes, “dysfunctional families come in all shapes and sizes; so do healthy 
families” (Dowd 1997:XV). The continual focus on form overlooks the myriad of strategies 
in doing the family that are embedded in everyday realities. To this end, it is perhaps more 
instructive for us to adopt a more fluid definition of a ‘family’. Rice (1994) defines a ‘family’ 
as one that is “based on the lived experiences of diverse persons in myriad social 
arrangements which allow the participants [themselves] to define their own models as they 
produce it. [It] begins, not with what all families should be, but with what each family is, so 
that the family itself can determine what it hopes to become (cited in Paterson 2001:41, 
original emphasis).  
In negotiating the dual demands of breadwinning and caregiving for their children in 
their everyday lives, these mothers actively engage in doing the ‘new normal’ (a phrase used 
by Ruqaiyah)—reconstituting what it means to be a family. In using the term doing, I seek to 
move into the actual everyday practices and experiences that these mothers engage in, and 
bring these practices and experiences that have been integral to their children’s well-being to 
fore. As mentioned in Chapters 2 and 3, these experiences have been effaced in both public 
and academic discourses about single-mothers, and the supposed lack of educational 
attainment of their children, i.e. ‘transfer of dysfunctionality’. Yet, as will be shown in the 
following chapter, the work that these mothers engage in within the domestic sphere are 







Chapter 5: Theorising from lived experiences 
 
A. Re-looking at everyday experiences 
 
As noted in Chapter 3, the dominant discourse often highlights the ‘harm’ that single-mothers 
bring to their children’s educational attainment. Yet, as the mothers’ experiences in the 
preceding chapter illuminate, it is not so much their status as single-mothers but the many 
and varied structural barriers and constraints that put them in precarious economic 
positions—of having to juggle the demands of breadwinning and caregiving for their children 
with often inadequate support networks, particularly for the lower-income mothers. In this 
chapter, I seek to again privilege the everyday experiences of these mothers which have been 
eclipsed and effaced in the dominant discourses to highlight how these mothers actively 
engage in ‘doing the new normal’ family. Indeed, in doing the new normal, the experiences 
of these mothers concomitantly highlight a pivotal point: Does being a single-mother 
“represent[s] an abandonment of women by men, or a sustainable alternative of autonomous 
mothering by women?” (Silva 1996:31) As will be shown below, more than just being the 
“product of the flight [or absence] of men” (Silva 1996:32), these mothers actively refashion 
their lives rather than being passive subjects. It is through these everyday experiences that I 
hope to open up a discussion on the issue of resistance/dissent—acquiescence/consent that 
has been integral to feminist theorisations on women’s oppression and marginalisation. 
i. Doing the ‘new normal’: ‘Transferors of dysfunctionality’? 
  
The family [a single mother] heads is a rump. The man is not there to remove from 
her the burden of earning a living, which deprives her of the time and energy needed 
to work in relation to the school (Smith 1987:173).  
 
Indeed, more often than not, dominant discourses on single-mothers efface and eclipse the 
everyday realities and practices—in short the work of mothering—these mothers engage in 
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for their children. Yet, the work that these mothers do within the domestic realm is pivotal to 
the well-being of their children. Zaitun describes a ‘typical day’ for her: 
Zaitun: Ah, typical day. Okay, Monday to Fridays, I go to, okay in the morning, while 
I prepare myself for work, I wake them [her sons] up. I ask them to get ready because 
I need to send one to Student Care, one to Child Care because both are in the 
afternoon session. Then I start my work at 8.30 [a.m.] I finish work at 6 [p.m.] So at 
6, I quickly take the transport, I have transport from NUS. So I will go home. I reach 
home around 6.45. Then I fetch the younger one, [and then] I fetch the older one. 
Then, after reaching home, I give them something to eat. I will fry anything that I 
have to, or cook for them. Meal time, have to rush again lah. Let's say we settle down 
for, 7.30, we finish eating. So I get my kids to shower, while I go and pray. After that, 
then get them to do, pack their bag[s], do their homework. Homework, do their 
homework for a while. Then boys being boys, I guide them [chuckles]. Sorry [looks at 
me]. At this age, they don’t really want to do homework, even if they do, their minds 
will wander. So after completing their homework and packing their bags, [they] get to 
bed by latest 10 [p.m.]. Because I need more time to, after homework I have to check. 
After checking, maybe one of them want to watch the tv, or maybe they want to play 
for a while. Ya, latest [is] 10 [p.m.] So this is a continuous process, ah for the 5 days 
lah.  
 
Zaitun’s daily experiences are by no means atypical or unusual. Ruqaiyah’s daily routines 
reveal similar patterns:  
Ruqaiyah: Okay, typical day wake up in the morning at 4.30, 5 latest. I prepare 
breakfast and lunch. Err, tapao [pack the food] the food. I have to cook because my 
first daughter comes home straight after school. So no one at home. So okay, so I go 
to work, I finish at… Depends if my children have tuition. Then I have to send my 
2nd daughter to tuition. So I have to go off at 5 [p.m.] Then I go back home do the 
laundry [..] as in hanging out, then housekeeping. And uhm, prepare for next day.   
Jauhari: Oh wow. So how about the weekends, then? 
Ruqaiyah: Oh, my off days are on Fridays and Sundays lah. I still have to work on 
Saturdays, so my daughters will come to work with me, bringing their homework that 
need to be finished over the weekend. I send my elder daughter to her weekly 
madrasah classes, and she comes back here [i.e. her office] after her madrasah ends. 
Then we head home at around 6 or 7 [p.m.] once I’m done with work for the day.  My 
official rest day is only on Sunday.  
 
Notwithstanding their status as single-mothers, both Zaitun’s and Ruqaiyah’s daily 
experiences reflect similar multiple responsibilities that many mothers in Singapore continue 
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to face from the dual demands of employment and caregiving. But as the sole breadwinner of 
their families, these demands are undoubtedly more pressing for these mothers (Sidel 
2006:101). Yet, while both Zaitun and Ruqaiyah did mention the difficulties that they face in 
negotiating the demands of breadwinning and caregiving, they nevertheless are cognizant of 
the fact that they are in a ‘better situation’ due to their stable employment. 
For the rest, the added pressure of finding suitable employment to provide for their 
families, on top of the mothering responsibilities, no doubt puts them in a more precarious 
situation—as I observed in Chapter 4. However, despite such constraints, these mothers’ 
daily routines are remarkably similar to those of Zaitun’s and Ruqaiyah’s. For example, 
Hafsah relates her ‘typical day’:  
Hafsah: I wake up in the morning, 5.30. So after I wake up and wake the children up, 
at about 6 or 6.30 they will wait here lah [Hafsah’s flat is on the ground floor] for the 
[school] bus for her [points to her elder daughter]. So at around 8, or before that, 7.45, 
I send her [points to her younger daughter]. She starts school [kindergarten] at 8.  8 
o’clock start, 8 to 12. At 12, I pick her up. Then after that I go home with her lah. 
Then I will prepare lunch for the children and everything. And then I will wait for the 
kakak [i.e. elder daughter] to return home from school, at around 2.30 [p.m.] Latest 
2.30 she will be home lah. Then after that the kakak has tuition [run by a 
neighbourhood VWO], special tuition lah. After that, around after Maghrib [dusk 
prayers], I will assist her in doing her homework. If there is time and if there are dirty 
laundry, I’ll wash them lah.  
 
Jauhari: So you would say that your daily life mainly revolves around taking care of 
the kids lah?  
 
Hafsah: Mmm hmm. Where got time to have a life [chuckles]?  
 
I first met Hafsah in 2013, when I was working as a full-time research assistant after 
completing my Bachelor’s degree. During my conversation with Hafsah in 2013, and again 
during the interview, she raised her concerns regarding her younger son’s (12 years old 
during the time of the interview) performance in school, particularly his weakness in 
Mathematics. Indeed, the other lower-income mothers I spoke to also raised similar concerns 
with regards to their children’s education. Fitrah chose to quit her full-time work as a 
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masseuse, and became a freelancer because her daughter was sitting for the national 
examinations back in 2011, and she ‘had to do my [her] best for my [her] daughter’. 
Similarly, Kalsum ensures that her children ‘have something to eat, even if it’s just bread and 
eggs’ every day before they head out to school. Indeed, for these mothers, their children’s 
well-being, both at home and in school, is the main preoccupation of their everyday lives.  
Often, the taken-for-granted assumptions that domestic work and socialisation of 
children are mothers’ responsibilities render the work done in the domestic realm invisible. 
As Smith noted, “[n]otions of good mothering practices take no account of the actual material 
and social conditions of mothering work” (Smith 1987:168). For these mothers, there is the 
added double standard of stigma, which puts them ‘between a rock and a hard place’: single-
mothers are frequently criticised as inadequate, incomplete mothers, particularly if they do 
wage work in addition to parenting: “they fail as mothers because they do not mother 
enough” (Dowd 1997:6). On the other hand, they are also chastised if they are not engaged in 
wage work, for putting their children at economic risks, as discussed earlier.  
But as these mothers’ experiences clarify, it is the seemingly mundane day-to-day 
activities they engage in that ultimately contribute to the well-being of their children in 
school: supervising and checking their children’s homework, making sure that the children’s 
bags are packed correctly for the next schooling day, picking them up to and from school and 
tuition sessions—in addition to the “routine and basic housework” (Smith 1987:169) such as 
ensuring that the children have their regular meals before and after school, and doing the 
laundry to ensure that the children ‘do not look shabby in school’ (to use Hafsah’s phrase).  
All these seemingly mundane activities are essential as they “contribute to the child’s 
capacity to function normally at school” (Smith 1987:167). In Singapore’s education system 
where ‘good performance’ and ‘success’ are defined rather narrowly in terms of grades in 
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standardised testing, and coupled with the overarching ideology of meritocracy (Cheah 1994, 
1998), such domestic work which are pivotal to the performance of students in school are 
effaced. At best, domestic work are often conceived to be the ‘labour of love’ (buttressed by 
fallacious notions of biological determinism) which ultimately places the burden of 
caregiving on mothers. Despite the contemporary situation where a dual-income family is the 
norm, a mother’s ‘competence’ is still judged based on the high romanticised notion of her as 
the primary caregiver (Devasahayam and Yeoh 2007). For the Malay community, this is 
particularly acute, given that the discourses on the ‘Malay social problem’ of ‘dysfunctional 
families’ I highlighted in Chapter 3 evidently have gendered underpinnings. Taken together, 
these conditions not only efface the work done by mothers in general, but for single-mothers, 
a shadow of doubt is casted over their competence as mothers.   
Indeed, the eclipsing of these women’s domestic work in dominant discourses is most 
evident in Fazliah’s evocation; when discussing about the rather tight financial situation she 
and her children are in, she related how she managed to navigate these constraints with no 
help from her former spouse because her children are on financial assistance from their 
schools:  
Fazliah: So I told my second daughter: ‘Your father feels proud when you received 
your bursary award [for good academic performance]’… Proud lah that his children 
did well [in school]. Everyone praised him: ‘Wow, Pak Abu is really a good father. 
Congratulations’. But deep down in my heart I feel sad. I feel sad because I was the 
one who worked hard. Without me, the children would not have achieved their good 
performance. It’s not that I want to praise myself, but he [her former spouse] didn’t do 
much to contribute to the children’s education. But when the children achieved 
something [academically], it’s him who gets the spotlight. But I tell you very 




Hajar, a widowed mother of one, expressed similar sentiments. When relating to me what she 
told her son about his academic performance, the gendered implications becomes apparent:   
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Hajar: Yea, if he isn’t performing [well]… I told him: ‘If you are good in your 
studies, your late father’s name will rise [i.e. praised]. Because people who know us 
know that your late father didn’t have much education. They won’t mention my name. 
They will say: This is Mr Abdullah’s son. This is my late brother’s son. But if you 
don’t do well, they will definitely not mention his name. But they will say: Oh, this is 
what happens lah. It’s Hajar’s fault. She didn’t know how to take care of her [late] 
husband, and is not good at taking care of her son also.’ I’m telling the truth. Correct 
or not?  
 
Children from single-mother families “are expected to fail in their social arena, the school, 
simply because their families do not match society’s ideal. Evidence of their failures is 
amassed mostly through statistical manipulation” (Paterson 2001:368). Yet, as these mothers’ 
experiences cogently highlight, they are active contributors to their children’s well-being in 
school.  
Indeed, for these mothers, the well-being of their children is the raison d’etre for them 
‘holding the fort’ on their own (a point which I will discuss in the succeeding section). What I 
have sought to do here is to simply bring to fore the everyday experiences of these mothers 
which have been rendered invisible—effaced and silenced in dominant discourses—to 
highlight how they have been instrumental to their children’s well-being in school, a far cry 
from being ‘transferors of dysfunctionality’ as the dominant discourses suggest. And indeed, 
it is within these everyday experiences that we see how despite being embedded in structural 
conditions that create conditions of precarity, these mothers are still able to work within these 
constraints to create viable lives for themselves and most importantly, their children—
highlighting strength, creativity, resilience, and determination.  
ii. Mothers ‘hold up the fort’: Resilience and strength 
 
“Being without a husband, it's, it IS difficult but it's not a pathetic kind of living condition 
lah.” — Ruqaiyah 
 
With unfavourable structural conditions, these mothers often have to work with whatever 
they have—making the best out of their situation for the sake of their children, particularly 
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for the lower-income mothers where there is evidently a lack of the much-needed support as 
highlighted in the previous chapter. Like the other lower-income mothers I spoke to, Sarah, a 
mother of two, was also faced with the constraints of limited formal education, lack of viable 
childcare alternatives and familial support, limited public social assistance, and regular 
defaults in maintenance payments by her former spouse. With two young school-going 
children, Sarah decided to start a mini home-based business:  
Sarah: I started to sew curtains, pillowcases and bedsheets for my personal contacts 
lah. My neighbours, or those I know around the neighbourhood.  
 
Jauhari: Oh, I see. Did you attend courses for sewing? 
 
Sarah: No. I first observed lah. Especially when walking along the shops in Toa 
Payoh Central. I was living in Toa Payoh at that time. The rental flat lah. So, I took 
mental notes of the designs and tried out myself. Luckily, I still had the sewing 
machine that was passed to me from someone… I don’t remember who lah. But it 
was an old machine, the type where you use legs one [motions with her legs]. 
 
Jauhari: Oh, the manual one? 
 
Sarah: Yes! [laughs]. So it was okay lah. I got around 60 or 70 [SGD] for every 
curtain or pillowcase I sewed. But in 1997, when the financial crisis hit, that was the 
time when I had no more customers. And my former spouse also totally defaulted on 
the maintenance payments at that time, he ran away to Malaysia in 1997/98 I think. 
Because he is a Singapore PR only, so I think he changed back to Malaysia[n 
citizenship]. That was the worst time. I had to go round to the neighbours and my 
friends to borrow money because if not what will my children eat, right? I had to be 
thick-skinned lah, but never mind, for the sake of my children. And my friends were 
all supportive. But even some of them asked: ‘You have so many siblings, but not 
even one can help you?’ They were right lah. But I lived in Toa Payoh, and my 
siblings all lived in Pasir Ris, some in Bedok and Tampines. Also, they had their own 
problems to deal with. So there was a stretch of time in 1998 when I only spent less 
than one dollar per day for meals.  
 
Jauhari: For all the meals? 
 
Sarah: Yes. So I cooked simple stuff for my children lah. Like you tau cheo with 
tauhu [beancurds in salted paste sauce]. Tau cheo, the small pack, was 30 cents. And 
tauhu was 50 cents. And rice also we ate the…you know, the broken rice type. So 
that’s how we managed to survive lah. Only in 1999 that I got a full-time job as a 
cleaner because by then my children were both in secondary [school] so I can leave 




While the dual responsibilities of having to financially maintain her family and caring for her 
children are often overwhelming, Sarah, like the other lower-income mothers I spoke to, was 
able to resourcefully work with whatever little she had to ensure that her children are 
adequately provided for. Indeed, despite the enormous, and sometimes seemingly 
insurmountable, constraints they are faced with, these mothers tapped on their ingenuity to 
make ends meet—demonstrating tenacity,  fortitude, and determination to ‘hold the fort’ for 
their children’s well-being. Like Sarah, Safiah also related the difficulties she faced in raising 
four young children after her late-spouse’s passing in 2005:  
Safiah: Monthly, I had some money coming in, from my late husband’s company. 
Like compassionate pay-out for the next-of-kin. Also, his relatives pooled some 
money every month and also gave us like you know the basic groceries like rice, 
cooking oil. I’m thankful for that. But there were also more pressing needs lah. And at 
that time, I had to take care of all my children right? I had no one else who could take 
care of them, and they were still young… So I just took whatever jobs I could. The 
most important thing is that it’s halal [permissible] lah. Sometimes I sold stuff at flea 
market, and sometimes I was a helper at food stalls, anything lah. The most important 
part is to make sure that I provided for my children, as long as halal. If we what the 
will, god willing, there will be a way… Yes of course, at that time I had to look after 
the children, I couldn’t move around at all lah [i.e. full time employment]. At that 
time, my youngest child, the one who is 13 [years old] now… was just entering 
kindergarten. So I was, I mean I did ask for help from some of my friends. They sold 
clothes here which they bought from Indonesia. So we helped each other lah.  
 
So from there, I helped to sell the clothes. I called up my other friends to come to my 
house to see if they were interested in any of the clothes. So from there, I got a little 
bit of income lah. Yes, I have a lot of support from my friends, thankfully. But I 
cannot deny that there were a lot more pressing needs for my children […] But yea, 
we just tawakkal [i.e. trusting in God’s plans].  
 
While these mothers are indeed living their lives “with uncommon courage, determination, 
and creativity” (Sidel 2006:80), these are the very experiences that have been effaced and 
eclipsed in the dominant discourses; mothers like Zainab who works multiple jobs, on top of 
caring for her sick mother and children with special needs; Rohayah, who, despite her 
medical conditions actively seek to upgrade her credentials; and Fazliah, who in spite of not 
having formal education mustered the courage to attend the English Language course.  
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Very rarely are these experiences mentioned in the dominant discourses that, as I 
noted in Chapter 3, are inundated with negativity—a sort of moral hazard that is inimical to 
the nation’s well-being and should thus be avoided. Yet, these mothers’ everyday experiences 
aptly illuminate how in the face of adversities and precarity, they are tenacious, resilient and 
strong—the very values and ethos that the state seeks to imbibe in all Singaporeans. Far from 
being ‘incompetent’, these mothers are “expert practitioner[s] of [their] everyday world, 
knowledgeable in the most intimate ways of how it is put together and of its routine daily 
accomplishment” (Smith 1987:154)—as we have seen in how they structure their everyday 
schedules around their children’s in the preceding section. When asked about her experiences 
in handling both breadwinning and caregiving demands for her children, Fitrah, for instance, 
shared with me how she keeps track of her daily schedule in a diary:  
Fitrah: Oh you mean the timetable? Okay, actually in a week, I have to, I keep a diary. 
Yeah, I always have a yearly diary lah. So I write down, okay say I have a morning 
appointment at 10, I have to leave the house at say 8. So that I have ample time to 
reach the destination. I have to make preparations lah. That’s for one day. And then I 
also have to look at say who are my clients for the next day. What time did the client 
booked my [massage] services for. So that’s how I organise my time lah. That taught 
me a lot. That time is precious and I have to make the best out of every single minute 
because I still have to make sure that my children’s needs at home are provided for.  
 
All the mothers I spoke to related how time-management is an essential part of their everyday 
lives, and they were unequivocal as to why this is so: to ensure that their children’s needs are 
not neglected. Without over-generalising, these mothers’ experiences juggling work (or 
looking for work for the periodically-employed and unemployed mothers) and caregiving 
demands are in fact no different from any other mothers’ (Juffer 2006; Sidel 2006). 
Moreover, given their limited financial resources, especially the lower-income mothers, these 
mothers are the ‘financial managers’ of their families, as Rohayah puts it appropriately. As 
mentioned previously, Rohayah’s main source of income comes from the SGD 700 of 
child(ren) maintenance, and the periodic public social assistance she receives, since she is 
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unemployed. To this end, she has to ‘stretch her dollar’, to ensure that all the essentials, such 
as bills, are paid for:  
Rohayah: Yeah, I budget. So say this month, I’m short of money right. So I have to 
bring forward say the rental fees to next month. I keep track of the arrears and what I 
accumulated lah. So I standby already, my mind is already set. Say this is not paid 
yet, that is not paid yet. But there are some which are essential, so I have to prioritise 
those that are important. Like I pay for my utilities bill. If not, my children will have 
to study using candles [both of us laugh].   
 
Similarly, all the other lower-income mothers shared common experiences of having to 
carefully manage whatever income they have, by prioritising the essentials, to ensure that 
their children’s well-being are taken care of. Like Rohayah, Kalsum also practises such 
financial management techniques:  
Kalsum: What I usually do is say for this month, I keep track of whatever essentials 
that I have to buy. Like okay, Milo, there’s still some more. Enough to last till the 
next maintenance money. Important essentials like groceries lah. I usually set a higher 
target, like SGD 200 for groceries. But I usually spend lower lah. That way, I still 
have some left over money right? I also tapao [i.e. pack] food for my children to 
school. So they can use the pocket money for other things, like my eldest daughter, 
she has CCA in school or something. That’s how I manage lah.  
 
Be it time or financial management, these mothers’ everyday experiences aptly illuminate 
how the “single mom is an enterprising figure, constantly organising, plotting and strategising 
about ways to maximise her time and opportunities in order to make life better for herself and 
her children” (Juffer 2006:54). While such enterprising proclivities have often been 
associated with the ‘ethical’, ‘responsible’ middle-class mother, thus ‘othering’ the lower-
income, welfare-dependent mother as ‘irresponsible’ and ‘lazy’ (Phoenix 1996; Juffer 2006), 
the everyday experiences of the mothers I spoke to, particularly the lower-income mothers, 




Noor: I am most stressed when my children have nothing to eat, no food at home. 
Yes, I get very stressed [accented] that I can go crazy you know. And I pray: ‘Dear 
Lord, whatever it is, please let my children have something to eat. Even if I don’t 
have anything to eat that’s fine. As long as they have something to eat.  
 
Indeed, these everyday experiences challenge the dominant stereotypes of the ‘feckless, 
incompetent single mother’ who is assumed to do harm to her children’s well-being. 
Relatedly, while the topic of re-marriage was not an explicit part of the interview schedule, 
the mothers also related that they felt that it was much better for them to ‘hold the fort’ on 
their own rather than to turn to remarriage as a ‘solution’.  
Elsewhere, Wong et al. (2004) note how single-mothers with children are often 
considered as ‘less than ideal’ partners due to their children, who are viewed as burden for 
men. Indeed, this gendered bias is reflected in their male respondents who, ironically, are 
themselves single-fathers with children. For their single-mother respondents, the idea of 
remarriage was driven by two main considerations: a. their children’s interests; and b. the 
added burden of being the caregiver for another person. Similarly, be it due to divorce or 
death, all the mothers I spoke to related that the main reason why they decided to remain 
single has to do with their children’s interests. Moreover, they also mentioned how having 
another person would ultimately place added burdens on them. Liana aptly describes such 
considerations: 
Liana: My children asked me: ‘Mummy, why don’t you get married again?’ So I told 
them: ‘If mummy marries again, who’s going to take care of you? That man might not 
like you all because you all are naughty!’ [laughs] Because for remarriage, we [i.e. 
single mothers] have to face the risks because we are not single. We don’t enter into it 
alone, we bring our children into it. The acceptance of a new person. New family. 
That all has to be thought of you see. It’s not easy lah. Plus having a new person also 
means I have to cook and clean and look after him since I’m his wife right? My three 
children’s demands are already enough, I don’t need another headache [laughs]. So 
for me, I’d rather not think of it. I want to think of my children’s future and I prefer to 




Independence and self-determination—to ‘hold the fort’ on their own for the sake of their 
children—was indeed a salient point that all the mothers I spoke to raised. Evidently then, 
this presents us with a feminist dilemma. While some feminists (e.g. radical feminists) would 
laud this as independence from men and patriarchy, others (e.g. Marxist feminists, liberal 
feminists) would highlight how this actually cements and reinforces patriarchal tendencies by 
placing multiplied burdens on women.   
iii. Single-motherhood as a project of empowerment and self-determination:  
            Whither resistance? 
 
Indeed, there are traces of the traditional patriarchal bifurcation of gendered roles in these 
mothers’ narratives—they feel that caregiving is something that they as mothers are primarily 
responsible for. As Wong et al. (2004) noted, such maintenance of gendered roles are not 
subverted, contrary to common assumptions of more flexible interpretation and adoption of 
gendered roles (i.e. more gender egalitarian) in single-parent families out of sheer practical 
necessity. The dual demands of breadwinning and caregiving no doubt places them, like other 
mothers, in the ‘double bind’ of being productive in the labour market as well as in the 
domestic realm (Hochschild 1989; Heng and Devan 1995; Teo 2009). Even the so-called 
‘solution’ to this, i.e. flexible work hours, reveals the gendered internalisation of the double 
burden of caregiving and breadwinning, particularly for single-mothers (Klett-Davies 2007). 
Moreover, with the lack of effective state welfare policies, the mothers ultimately have to fall 
back on their network of family and friends, which in any case are not readily available for 
some of them as discussed in Chapter 4. For those who do, they would have to face issues 
such as interference from other family members in the ways they handle their children—
which ultimately impinges on their sense of autonomy as mothers.  
For the lower-income mothers, this situation is made more precarious given their 
limited access to the labour market and decent paying jobs, coupled with the double standard 
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of stigmatization of putting her children in economic harm (if she is unemployed or 
periodically employed), and/or not paying enough attention to her children if she does wage 
work—or simply, being put between a ‘rock and a hard place’. As Elizabeth Silva noted, such 
multiple marginalisation of mothers have led to some feminist scholars arguing for the “thesis 
of the degradation of mothering” wherein “women are compelled to undertake waged labour, 
regardless of mothering, because of the demands of consumer capitalism, the rising costs of 
children, and the flight of men from commitment” (Silva 1996:31). Indeed, this ‘flight of 
men’ is seen in the private transfer of child(ren) maintenance system the state adopts as noted 
in Chapter 4—where issues of late and defaults in payments are common amongst the 
divorcee mothers. While the issue has been framed primarily in terms of ‘parental 
responsibility’, such private transfer system also illuminate the assertion of “a form of private 
patriarchy in the sense of making more women economically dependent on individual men” 
(Fox Harding 1996:131). 
What this means for a single-mother is that she is increasingly losing control and 
autonomy as a mother: she is ‘damned’ either way with patriarchal tendencies, both in the 
private domain where she assumes the (unpaid) caregiver role and dependent on the (often) 
unreliable child(ren) maintenance payments from her former spouse, and in the public 
capitalist domain where she is paid less than her male counterparts. For some feminist 
scholars, single-mothers and their predicaments are seen primarily as the consequence of the 
retreat of men in the private domain, and the imposition of public patriarchy through the need 
for them to engage in wage labour with scant regard to their domestic responsibilities (e.g. 
Ferguson 1983, 1989).  
While such observations are undoubtedly astute, there is also the risk of (ironically) 
reinforcing the stereotypes of women being passive individuals who are at the mercy of such 
patriarchal structures. Indeed, such observations paints a “very partial picture and it seems 
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dangerous to consider [single-] mothers simply as women who were abandoned by men, [as] 
victims of rejection” (Silva 1996:32). At the heart of such feminist theorisations lies the 
critical issue of power. Thus conceived, power is akin to a ‘zero-sum game’, with women 
receiving the shorter end of the stick.  Historically, such universal-structuralist tendencies, 
found mostly in second wave feminist theorising
53
, were replaced by more nuanced accounts 
of power and women’s subordination by the 1970s and 80s, in what is generally referred to as 
the ‘cultural turn’ in the social sciences, which concomitantly saw an epistemological shift in 
social theorising (Nash 2011).  
Within the domain of feminist theories, the works of Michel Foucault have been 
particularly influential and criticised. While his conceptualisation of power have been very 
useful, particularly in looking at the seemingly gender-neutral sites and institutions which 
turn out to be the most potent for gendered reproduction and women’s subordination, such 
feminist theorisations have (perhaps ironically, and indeed unfortunately) led to the view of 
patriarchal tendencies as omnipotent forces in which women’s lives are embedded in—
exemplified through feminist works on bio-power, i.e. increasing state and medical 
surveillance on the bodies of the populace, especially women’s bodies.  
Yet, such a view of power has been criticised as a rather repressive, monolithic and 
totalising view of power: if it is indeed true that power works through the subject, hence 
producing all forms of human capacities, then “it follows that individuals are nothing more 
than 'placefillers', without resources to resist it: they have no capacities for autonomous self-
creation or the generation of meanings and values which they could use against the effects of 
power” (McNay 1994, cited in Nash 2001:83). Here again, we see how the conceptualisation 
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of the omnipotence of power, when applied in feminist theorising
54
, unfortunately produces 
accounts of how the internalisation of gendered and patriarchal norms have led women to be 
complicit in their own subordination. 
Even Foucault’s rather obtuse response to this omnipotence of power—through his 
works on governmentality (and his famous assertion of ‘where there is power, there is 
resistance’)—is not without its own problems (Devaux 1994). While he asserts that power 
can only be meaningfully thought of as effective insofar as the subject is free to resist 
(Devaux 1994; Nash 2011), such a conceptualisation leads to situation where in the absence 
of overt resistance, it is generally assumed that there is consent, and that women are 
oppressed (Teo 2011:89 & 108), or at best, are acquiescent to their own domination—which 
again leads to the view of women as passive subjects.  
As Kandiyoti (1988) notes, there is a tendency to treat patriarchy as a monolithic 
concept of male dominance, which is problematic since it glosses over the actualities of 
women’s experiences within such structures. In her own comparative analysis of the different 
forms of patriarchal systems, she noted that women “strategise within a set of concrete 
constraints”, or what she referred to as ‘patriarchal bargains’ (Kandiyoti 1988:275). There are 
two important implications here: firstly, she asserts the need to recognise that women are not 
merely passive subjects but are active agents who skillfully negotiate the set of structural 
constraints placed upon them to “maximise security and optimise life options” (Kandiyoti 
1988:274). Secondly, there is also an attendant need to recognise how such (patriarchal) 
constraints constitute a ‘field of possibilities’ which set the ‘rules of the game’. Similarly, in 
her own works on Bedouin women, Lila Abu-Lughod (1990) reminds us of the need to 
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explore such ‘fields’ of domination and power in which women’s lives are embedded in to 
provide a more nuanced picture of resistance and domination. Such feminist theorisations 
aptly illuminate the point that instead of searching for ‘resistance’ per se, it is more useful 
and productive to look at the actualities of women’s experiences (Teo 2011).  
I find Sherry Ortner’s work useful here—especially her conceptualisation of ‘serious 
games’ which bring “into focus more complex forms of social relations—especially relations 
of power—and more complex dimensions of the subjectivity of social actors” (Ortner 
2006:128). More often than not, theorisations about power have focused on the idea of 
‘power over’. Indeed, even theorisations that move away from power as a ‘zero-sum’ game, 
such as those influenced by Foucault
55
, often end up viewing power/domination and 
resistance/subversion as antithetical to each other, alluding to the notion of power over (Hill 
Collins 2000; Sidel 2006). On the other hand, Ortner’s notion of ‘serious games’ illuminates 
an alternative view of power—expanding it beyond the ‘power over’ model to incorporate the 
notion of ‘power to’. Indeed, rather than being about overt resistance, the ‘power to’ model 
compels us to take a more nuanced view of the seemingly mundane everyday life, in this 
case, of women: it is “not about heroic actors or unique individuals [but rather] about 
(relatively ordinary) life socially organised in terms of culturally constituted projects that 
infuse life with meaning and purpose [despite] on the margins of power” (Ortner 2006:144-
145). I argue that it is indeed through this lens—of viewing the lived everyday experiences of 
these mothers—that we see how these mothers, far from being passive ‘victims’ of 
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To this end, rather than talk about overt resistance against structural/patriarchal 
constraints per se, I find it more productive and indeed instructive to highlight how these 
mothers’ experiences illuminate notions of empowerment and self-determination. As Black 
feminists have noted, for women of colour, more than just gender, race/ethnicity and class are 
the predominant axes of inequality—which highly influence these women’s life chances (bell 
hooks 1990; Zinn and Thornton 1996; Hill Collins 1990, 2000). Similarly, located at the 
interstices of gender, and ethno-racial dimension (which overlaps with the class dimension), 
these mothers’, especially the lower-income ones, do experience such multiple axes of 
inequalities—all of which contribute to their precarity, as previously discussed.  Yet, despite 
such odds, Hill Collins also argued on the importance of self-definition, rejecting the notion 
of domination and power (over) “in order to embrace an alternative vision of power based on 
a humanist vision of self-actualization, self-definition, and self-determination” (Hill Collins 
1990, cited in Devaux 1994:243). For Black women, selfhood and self-determination are 
intricately intertwined with their experiences as mothers: “Mothering is an empowering 
experience for many African-American women…Her child serves as a catalyst for her 
movement into self-definition, self-valuation, and individual empowerment” (Hill Collins 
2000:198).  
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is a need to contextualise such potential “within the confines of [neo-liberal] capitalist economics”, which are 
often marked by increasing uncertainties for the precariat, as illustrated by the mothers’ experiences in Chapter 
4.     
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Similarly, despite the structural constraints, mothers like Sarah, Safiah, Zainab, and 
Rohayah, among others, actively negotiate these constraints to ‘hold the fort’—doing the 
‘new normal’ for the sake of their children. And indeed, despite being ‘on the margins of 
power’, it is precisely through ‘holding the fort’ on their own that their lives are, as Ortner 
(1995:145) noted, ‘infused with meaning and purpose’. For these mothers, they get a sense of 
satisfaction knowing that they are providing for their children; in other words, ‘holding the 
fort’ on their own gives them a sense of self-worth. Rohayah’s evocation succinctly drives 
home this point: 
Rohayah: I feel more relaxed now. Even though I have my piece of my.. financially-
wise, it’s hard but at least I'm happy. I have my children, and we can laugh and shout 
[laughs]. I can joke with them, and my children are like… well, you know what 
people say right. Children can be both poison and antidote
57
. They are the ones I rely 
on you see.  
 
For the divorcee mothers, in comparing their current lives to when they were married, all of 
them mentioned that they felt relatively freer. For the widowed mothers, it is precisely due to 
the passing of their late-spouses that gave them the sense of drive and determination to ‘hold 
the fort’ on their own in light of the tumultuous experience that they went through. Indeed, 
when I asked if she felt the added pressure due to her status as a widowed mother, Faezah 
mentioned that it is precisely due to this added pressure that she finds the drive and 
determination: 
Faezah: Yes, I always say [to herself]: hey, I’m not… it’s my character lah. I need to 
show that I can survive even though I don't have a partner. Let it be emotionally, 
financially, mentally. Yeah, that’s my spirit you see. I fight for it.  
 
Like the Black mothers who find motherhood as a site for self-actualisation, self-
determination—and the concomitant feelings of self-reliance and independence (Hill Collins 
                                                          
57
 Rohayah used the term ‘racun dan madu’, which translates to poison and honey. But in Malay vernacular, 
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2000:176)—the experiences of the mothers I spoke are strikingly similar. This is not to 
suggest, however, that I adopt a biologically-essentialist view of motherhood, which 
feminists have rightfully argued as the source of women’s continued oppression and 
marginalisation. While I do agree that motherhood is a social construct, I also find it pertinent 
to highlight here that “since core identities are often constructed on the basis of being a 
mother and doing mothering, [to deny these mothers of such a self-definition] may be 
painful” (Silva 1996:33). The notion of projects of empowerment and self-determination 
thorough single-motherhood that I am offering here, put simply, is to illuminate the need for 
feminist theorising to look into the actualities of women’s lived experiences rather than 
assume that in the absence of overt resistance to the patriarchal tendencies, they must be 
under some sort of domination.  
As discussed earlier in this chapter, these mothers are well-aware and are indeed 
critical of the gendered implications of their children’s academic performance, where put 
simply, ‘credit for success goes to their former spouses, but blame for failures are placed 
upon them’. Rather than being passive, for these mothers, dealing with such inequalities is 
done not so much through overt resistance (which liberal feminists, for example, would 
advocate for) but through the relatively mundane everyday activities of ‘holding the fort’ on 
their own without the need for a spouse—of making sure that their children’s welfare are not 
shortchanged. Shima puts this very aptly. When speaking of her former partner leaving her 
and not providing any financial support which made her situation difficult, I tried to 
emphatise with her and mentioned: ‘Yea, I understand. I mean your children need to eat also 
right? If there isn’t support, how are they going to eat?’ To my surprise, without hesitance, 
Shima immediately replied: ‘But it doesn’t necessarily need to be the father feeding [i.e. 
providing income for] the children. Mothers are also capable too’. For these mothers, single-
motherhood represents a site for autonomy and self-determination rather than being merely 
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the result of the ‘flight of men’ (Silva 1996:32). Indeed, their experiences aptly illuminate the 
need for feminist theorising to go beyond the ‘resistance-dissent—acquiescence-consent’ 
dichotomy (Hill Collins 2000) to look at the everyday lives and experiences of women—to be 
attentive to their subjectivities and understandings of what it means to be empowered 
(Devaux 1994:234) through women’s capacities for self-determination despite being ‘on the 
margins of power’ (Ortner 2006). 
It is precisely the investigation of these everyday experiences that allows us, as 
feminist scholars, to identify the sites and spaces of empowerment for these mothers—which 
ultimately allows us to discern the appropriate agenda as a way forward, i.e. strategies of 
empowerment. While recognising that for these mothers, ‘holding the fort’ represents 
autonomy and self-determination, I find it pertinent to flag a cautionary note against the 
romanticisation of the notion ‘capacity for self-determination’.  By this I mean neither an 
innate quality of strength and resilience that are only possessed by the ‘special few’ (Sidel 
2006:105) nor the ‘heroic triumph’ of individual over sheer structural adversities (Ortner 
2006:133)—images which re-inforce the (fallacious) meritocratic ideals of individual efforts 
and merits. Rather, as these mothers’ experiences—particularly the lower-income mothers—
illuminate, such capacities for self-determination can only be better realised and achieved 
with an adequate public social assistance/support system that recognises their everyday lived 
realities as mothers, and the many and varied conundrums they face in negotiating the dual 
demands of breadwinning and caregiving as highlighted in the previous chapter. Indeed, if 
single motherhood “is to become a sustained alternative to the nuclear family […] then the 
importance of support [systems] must be represented” (Juffer 2006:61).  
Undoubtedly, my approach leans towards the view that state support, in terms of 
public social assistance, is crucial to enabling the improvement of women’s lives, while at the 
same time recognising that the state can be as a source of women’s marginalisation and 
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gendered inequalities (Klett-Davies 2007:2). Such an approach, I argue, is indeed necessary 
in light of the conservative political culture in Singapore (Teo 2011). More specifically, with 
regards to feminist-oriented advocacy in Singapore, scholars have noted that even for one of 
the most prominent organisations—the Association of Women for Action and Research 
(AWARE)—it has had to carefully calibrate its advocacy efforts to avoid appearing ‘overly-
feminist’ and confrontational (Lyons 1999, 2008; Lazar 2001). Indeed, in her study on 
women’s movement in India, Raka Ray highlighted the importance of framing: 
 
[t]he dominant discourse within a political culture defines what politics is, who 
legitimate actors are, and what can or cannot be put on the political agenda… In some 
political cultures, issues framed in terms of individual liberty would immediately be 
apprehended; in others, such a framing would be unintelligible (Ray 1999:8-9). 
 
 
Like Ray (1999), I argue that given these mothers’ experiences which evidently illuminate 
the need for more rather than less state intervention, and the attendant conservative political 
culture in Singapore, it becomes more crucial for us to frame the issue in a manner that 
resonates with rather than against the prevailing political climate. I turn now to these policy 












Chapter 6: Conclusion 
 
A. An Agenda for Change 
 
Women shoulder a disproportionate share of the costs of raising children […] 
therefore carry[ing] a disproportionate share of the costs of the reproduction of human 
capital [i.e.] the labour force of the future (Moore 1996:74).  
 
Indeed, such disproportionality is most apparent in the everyday lives of the single-mothers I 
encountered in my research. As they try their level best to fulfil the responsibilities of 
breadwinning and caregiving for their families, they are often faced with many and varied 
structural constraints. All these constraints have made ‘self-sufficiency’ an onerous task, 
especially for the low-income mothers. This, I have argued, places in a position of precarity, 
rather than ‘vulnerability’ (a term laden with negative connotations often used in public 
discourses). Yet, my research has also demonstrated how, notwithstanding these constraints, 
these women are able to ‘hold the fort’—making the best out of what little they have to create 
viable, meaningful lives for their children. These everyday experiences plainly dispel the 
dominant stereotypes of single-mothers as ‘transferors of dysfunctionality’ to their children. 
Furthermore, this reveals their ‘capacity for self-determination’. However, I also note that 
such ‘capacities’ can only be fully realised with adequate support.  
There is clearly a lack of adequate support for these mothers. As the comparative 
analysis between the low- and middle-income mothers clarify, the informal support for the 
low-income mothers is either absent, and even when present, is often fraught with challenges, 
given that their families and friends are themselves in the low-income category—making the 
family a frail ‘first line of defence’. Yet, the low-income mothers’ experiences in negotiating 
the formal social assistance structures fare no better. Their lives reveal the inherent 
contradictions and ironies in these policies—manifested in the Catch-22 between childcare 
and full-time employment, and the lowered social assistance amounts upon employment.  
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In exposing the contradictions and ironies in the very social assistance policies 
designed to assist them, the mothers’ experiences concomitantly highlight a need for a 
revision of the underlying logics these policies are embedded in; self-sufficiency can only be 
attained, and sustained, with institutional structures that enable individuals (particularly 
women) to balance the demands of breadwinning and caregiving effectively. Without 
overgeneralising, the low-income mothers’ experiences do bear semblances to other low-
income Singaporeans whose daily lives are often fraught with economic precarity (e.g. 
Brassard 2015; Teo 2016). Policy-makers need to recognise that the public social assistance 
policies entail complex, and at times intrusive, bureaucratic procedures for a modest amount 
of assistance.  Moreover, such assistance is often enough for recipients to ‘get by’, rather than 
being enabling them to work towards self-sufficiency (Glendinning, Smith, and Mumtaz 
2015; Teo 2014a). For low-income women, the added responsibility of caregiving for their 
families multiplies the pressures they face in their daily lives, as they take on these 
responsibilities without much support, both formally and informally (see also Teo 2016).  
While the goal of such conditional assistance is to prevent a ‘dependency-mentality’ 
that erodes the work ethic, the mothers’ narratives present a stark contrast—as evidenced by 
mothers like Zainab who works multiple jobs to support her family (including two children 
with special needs, and a wheel-chair bound mother), and Rohayah who, despite her medical 
conditions, still undertook many upgrading courses to better her employment prospects. 
Plainly put, these mothers’ experiences highlight that they are not ‘welfare/benefit-
scroungers’ with disinclination towards work. Contrariwise, there is a need to re-look at the 
aversion towards more direct provision
58
 within the existing social assistance policies—with 
the ultimate goal of enabling the capacity to be self-sufficient to be fully realised. I echo 
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Quah’s (2016:124) sentiments in that social assistance policies should be sensitised to the 
distinctive everyday challenges of these mothers, and more generally, low-income 
Singaporeans. I offer some concrete suggestions following this counsel.  
i. Amount(s) and duration of assistance:  
 
While the exact definition of what constitutes ‘short’ and ‘medium’ term is unavailable from 
MSF
59
, as highlighted in Chapter 4, the duration for the ComCare Short-To-Medium Term 
assistance generally ranges between three to six months, after which they would have to be 
reassessed for eligibility of assistance extension. However, three to six months is barely 
enough time for one to gain employment, and be financially self-sufficient (Teo 2014a). A 
period of 12 months is a suitably more realistic approach, to ensure that recipients are able to 
be sustainably self-sufficient—taking into account the (re)training period (if any), search for 
employment, clearing of accumulated arrears (if any), household budgeting, etc. Moreover, 
the reduction in assistance upon employment causes a conundrum—making the economic 
situation of low-income applicants unstable since the wages barely covers the usual monthly 
expenses. A gradual tapering off of assistance (e.g. 75% of original amount in the first 
two/three months, followed by 50% etc.) would ensure a sustainable self-sufficiency plan to 
be put in place.    
Apart from duration, the amount of monthly cash grants needs to be reviewed. Often, 
such grants are much needed for immediate daily expenses, such as food, as well as topping 
up for the short-fall in the children’s school pocket money. Relatedly, there is an obvious 
need to increase the assistance for daily school pocket money for the children. While 
subsidies in textbooks and school uniforms offset the longer term costs, the immediate daily 
needs of the children is a more pressing issue.  
                                                          
59
 “The amount and duration of the assistance depend on many factors and will vary” (MSF 2014a), usually on a 
‘case to case’ basis.  
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ii. Eligibility criteria and (re)application process(es): 
 
The complex bureaucratic procedures, including the many documentary proof required, and 
filling of forms during the (re)application(s) can be a daunting experience, especially for 
lower-income applicants who are generally less educated—becoming an impediment to help-
seeking (Brassard 2015; Glendinning, Smith, and Mumtaz 2015). These processes have to be 
streamlined to make the procedures more ‘applicant-friendly’. Indeed, such views have been 
echoed by Minister For Communication, Dr Yaacob Ibrahim, who mentioned a need for a 
collated database of applicants to avoid repeated form-fillings (Hetty Musfirah 2015). 
More importantly though, the eligibility criteria for the assistance schemes, 
particularly in the ComCare Long-Term Assistance
60
, have to be re-considered. For mothers 
like Rohayah, Habibah, and Maria, despite their willingness to work, their medical conditions 
present an impediment. Yet, their experiences with the various agencies show how they are, 
put simply, ‘not sick enough’ to qualify for such assistance61. It must be acknowledged that 
for mothers’ like them, the crux of their need is to fulfil the immediate daily needs of their 
dependants rather than solely for themselves. With very little informal support, the risk of 
jeopardising the economic security of their dependants is something that policy-makers need 
to seriously consider. Furthermore, using housing type to determine eligibility for assistance 
obscures the more immediate everyday needs, as mothers like Safiyah, Hajar, Faezah, and 
Linda all repeatedly emphasised
62
.  
Moreover, policy-makers have to realise that as mothers, these women have the added 
caregiving responsibility to consider when they enter the labour market. For low-income 
mothers, the availability and affordability of childcare is “essential to the realisation of 
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62
 See Low (2016) for similar discussions in the 2016 Budget Debate.  
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opportunities to enter paid work or training” (Lister 2003:82). Pegged narrowly to working 
hours and employment histories, the eligibility criteria often put the unemployed and 
periodically-employed mothers in a peculiar Catch-22 between childcare and full-time 
employment. A revision of the eligibility criteria would greatly enable mothers, especially 
low-income ones, to balance of paid work and caregiving responsibilities. Moreover, 
considerations also have to be made during the (re)training phase, as Lister (2003) noted. For 
instance, the recently established SkillsFuture scheme
63
 can be linked to the existing Child 
and Student Care subsidies—opening up another child/student care option (the other being 
informal arrangements, which is not without its own problems as highlighted in Chapter 4) 
for mothers undergoing skills upgrading to improve their employment prospects
64
.  
iii. Information dissemination 
 
About half of the mothers I spoke to were clients of Specialist FSC, which runs its own IGP 
by conducting training courses for small-scale home-based businesses. Furthermore, as the 
experiences of Fazliah, Rose, and Fitrah highlight, the networks they form with other mothers 
attending the FSC’s programmes have both emotional, and more importantly material, 
benefits—be it in dissemination of possible opportunities, or sharing of food items between 
themselves.  
Unfortunately, information on the FSC is not readily-available to the other 12 mothers 
I spoke to (out of whom 11 are low-income). Indeed, when asked if they knew about the FSC, 
while they have ‘heard’ of the FSC, all told me that they were ‘unsure’ of the full details. To 
this end, information dissemination is critical as the IGP is yet another possible source of 
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income for low-income mothers, and the support networks that they can form would indeed 
be beneficial. While a nominal fee is charged to ‘instill a sense of ownership’ in mothers 
attending these IGP courses, it must be noted that for low-income mothers, considerations 
(such as waivers) have to be made in light of their often tight financial situations.   
iv. Inclusive citizenship: Carer’s allowance 
 
Having made suggestions for reforms in the existing policies, it is pivotal to note that the 
conditional nature of the policies often hinge so narrowly upon the idea of formal 
employment as a pre-requisite, thus overlooking the immense caregiving responsibilities that 
women undertake. Bearing the (often) disproportionate cost of human capital reproduction 
(i.e. caregiving for their children), the situation becomes more pressing for low-income 
single-mothers who have to contend with many barriers to formal employment—both within 
the family, and more importantly in the labour market.  
To this end, I fully concur with AWARE’s (2015, 2016) Budget suggestion of a 
universal, non-means-tested carer’s allowance to be accorded to primary caregivers 
(regardless of gender). However, while AWARE primarily focused on care for the elderly 
and disabled dependants, here I depart slightly in suggesting that such allowance should be 
more inclusive. This entails offering provision to all primary caregivers (who are 
overwhelmingly women in most cases) with dependants, regardless of the latter’s ability 
status and/or medical conditions. While opponents argue that this will deter the primary 
caregivers from entering the formal workforce, “the reality is that women are already 
dropping out of the workforce to provide care to families and relatives, without there being 
any compensation whatsoever” (AWARE 2015:20). Indeed, I share the same concerns with 
AWARE (2015) in that (women) caregivers should be accorded a form of financial security 
for the caregiving work they undertake.  
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The notion of work here is crucial. Such domestic work has crucially remained 
unrecognised as work—reflecting how “[c]itizenship in Singapore has elements of […] the 
quid pro quo: to access public goods, you have to give your labo[u]r in exchange. Good 
citizens are judged first and foremost on the basis of their capacity for formal employment” 
(Teo 2013:399). Such a narrow conceptualisation of the ‘good, desirable citizen’—not only in 
rhetoric, but more importantly, in institutionalised structures (i.e. state policies)—neglects the 
productive work that (women) caregivers-citizens engage in; such domestic work are pivotal 
to the well-being of those under their care. That caregiving—despite being an obligation65 
that (women) caregivers-citizens continue to fulfil—remains unrecognised raises questions 
on the realisation of an inclusive society the state often invokes in public discourses
66
.  
Calls for such provisions are often rejected on grounds of the ‘dangers of eroding the 
work ethic’, and also the costs such provisions will incur on the tax-payers67. In a 
statistically-representative survey of 2,700 Singaporeans (across different SES), those in the 
middle and higher SES groups agree that more cash transfers should be given to those from 
the lower SES, though they are only “somewhat more willing to support a redistributive 
approach involving paying higher taxes to subsidise the poor” (Tan 2015:42). Indeed, Tan 
(2015) calls this the ‘welfare dilemma’ for the state. But as Standing (2014) noted, this need 
not be the case. Tax is just one of the many ways to raise revenue for such social provisions: 
“[t]he issue here is to shift expenditure […] from [pre-existing] subsidies, tax-breaks and 
means-tested benefits” (Standing 2014:322). As I have argued, despite increased state social 
spending in recent years, most of the resources have been channelled towards companies—
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 The issue of obligations vs rights in citizenship is beyond the scope of this thesis. See Lister (2003) for a 
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 See for example Lee (2012) and Shanmugaratnam (2012, 2013).  
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 See for example DPM Tharman’s critique of proposals for universal healthcare provisions in the election 
rallies in 2015 (PAP 2015), and again in the by-election rally in 2016 (Lim 2016).  
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based on the belief that macro-economic growth would stimulate the economy, and 
Singaporeans would reap benefits from this growing ‘economic pie’. But as Teo cogently 
notes:  
[C]orporations are not set up for the purpose of doing good; they have no obvious 
obligations toward equality, the good life, or any other values societies may aspire to. 




A fair, equitable, and inclusive society can only be realised when there is the recognition of, 
and more importantly, “equitable treatment of non-market forms of ‘productive contribution’, 
in particular unpaid care” (Lister 2003:21, my emphasis). More generally, such provisions 
represent the sharing of costs between citizens—in ensuring that the basic immediate needs 
of the children, our next generation of labour force, are not jeopardised.  
B. Future research 
 
On the academic front, the focus on the nuclear family has inevitably led to the eclipsing of 
other empirically-existing familial forms in the literature. Even when research is conducted 
on alternative family forms, the tendency has been on the purported ‘ill-effects’ of ‘father-
absence’, rather than on the mothers who ‘hold the fort’, and keep the family going. This, 
reflects, and indeed perpetuates, gendered biases. It bears reiterating that research has often 
been used as ‘expert testimony’, thereby implicating academics in the reproduction of such 
gendered biases and thus legitimating such views.  
Due to access issues, the demographic characteristics of my respondents were limited 
to mostly low-income Malay divorcee mothers. This does leave room for future 
investigations of the daily lives of (divorcee, widowed, and never-married) mothers from 
other ethno-racial groups, particularly those in the low-income category. Furthermore, apart 
from the conversation with Shima, I was unable to speak to never-married single-mothers. 
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Notwithstanding the recent policy changes noted here, these mothers still remain ineligible 
the most fundamental need: housing. Moreover, they also have to contend with the negative 
stigma: a 2013 IPS survey showed that 72.5% of the respondents disapproved of “out-of-
wedlock pregnancies” (Mathew 2015b).  
As Wong et al. (2004:47) note, single-mothers are the “most disadvantaged members” 
of ‘single-parents’ in Singapore. This is unsurprising given the intersections of gender, ethno-
racial, and class/SES inequalities, as feminist scholars have noted (e.g. Zinn and Dill 1996; 
Hill-Collins 2000). Yet, these mothers are like any other mothers—trying their best to 
provide and care for their children (and dependants) within constraining structural 
environments that valorise, and indeed, priviledge the ‘self-sufficient nuclear family’. Our 
continued neglect in their lives translates to not only continued negative portrayals (Quah 
2015), but more importantly, real-life material inequalities. It incurs real costs and 
consequences to not only the mothers, but most importantly to their dependants, especially 
the children—our future. Future research should thus follow through on these neglected 
‘gaps’ to fully discern the difficulties that single-mothers face in their everyday lives from 
their experiences and understanding—to inform policy-makers on the need to support and 
invest in these mothers in their journeys towards creating a life of productivity and self-
sufficiency for their children. Indeed, with such high stakes involved, as Ruth Sidel 
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Appendix A: Details of state policies 
 
1. ComCare Assistance Schemes: 
 
Established in 2005 by the state, the ComCare Endowment Fund provides assistance to low-
income and needy Singaporeans. The underlying principles of the policy are as follows: 
 
1. ComCare seeks to inspire responsible individuals. 
ComCare supports persons and families who need temporary help as they work 
towards self-reliance. 
2. ComCare supports building strong and stable families. 
ComCare focuses on building and enabling the family to be the pillar of support for 
its members. 
3. ComCare aims to be client-centric and co-ordinated. 
ComCare recognises every individual and family is unique and ensures assistance is 
delivered in a coordinated manner and meets their needs. 
4. The Government is part of the caring community. 
Through ComCare, the Government partners community groups and organisations 
such as Social Service Offices, Grassroots Organisations, Voluntary Welfare 
Organisations and Self-Help Groups to provide help. 
(MSF 2014a, original emphases).  
 
Comprising of six different schemes, the two most relevant schemes for this thesis are 
the ComCare Short-to-Medium Term Assistance, and the ComCare Long-Term Assistance 
(also known as the Public Assistance) Schemes. For the Short-to-Medium Term 
Assistance, the eligibility criteria as follows:  
a. Applicants have to be a Singaporean Citizen, or Permanent Resident (for Permanent 
Residents, at least one immediate family member in the same household must be a 
Singaporean Citizen); 
 
b. Household income not exceeding SGD 1900/month, or per capita income not 




c. Temporarily unemployed, or looking for work, due to attenuating factors such as 
illnesses, or having to care for other dependants and; 
 
d. With little or no family support or savings/assets to help with the daily expenses. 
The amounts and duration of assistance provided varies from case to case, but generally, the 
assistance would be in the form of monthly cash grants, subsidies for essential bills such as 
housing rent, utilities, S&C charges, and transport subsidies. Depending on the need and 
condition of applicants, there may also be subsidies for medical expenses (MSF 2014a).  
 
For the ComCare Long-Term Assistance, the eligibility criteria are as follows: 
a. Singapore Citizen or Permanent Resident; 
 
b. Unable to work due to illnesses, old age, or unfavourable circumstances and; 
 
c. Having no stable means of income. 
 
There are also additional eligibility criteria for aged applicants: 
d. elderly persons who receive only a small monthly payout from CPF Minimum Sum/ 
CPF Life, Pension, Eldershield, Lease Buyback Scheme, and the monthly payout is 
lower than the prevailing PA [Public Assistance] rates and;  
 
e. elderly persons whose children are low income themselves and unable to support their 
parents. The children must be supporting their own families and each have household 
income $1,700 or below.  
(MSF 2014a). 
The assistance rendered under this scheme is largely similar to the Short-to-Medium Term 
Assistance, with several exceptions. As opposed to the Short-to-Medium Term Scheme, the 
amounts disbursed are published in MSF’s webpage: cash grants range between SGD 
450/month for one-person households, up to SGD 1,180/month for a household with four 
persons. There is also an additional SGD 150/month for each school-going children in the 
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household, as well as secondary and one-off assistance for essentials relating to medical 
conditions, such as adult diapers, medical supplements etc. (MSF 2014a). The duration of 
assistance in this scheme is also more sustained over a longer period of time, as compared to 
the Short-to-Medium term scheme.  
2. SkillsFuture 
 
Established in January 2016, SkillsFuture is a state initiative aimed at encouraging 
“individual ownership of skills development and lifelong learning” (Workforce Development 
Agency [WDA] 2016:4). It is a universal, non-means tested scheme which comprises of an 
initial SGD 500 credit for all Singapore Citizens aged 25 years and above, with future 
periodic top-ups made by the state. The credits can be used to offset the out-of-pocket 
expenses for various education and skills-training courses at approved institutions, such as 
WDA, Ministry of Education (MOE)-funded institutions, and other courses that are approved 
by public institutions (WDA 2016).  
It should also be noted that this scheme is over and above the other employment-
related and skills-upgrading schemes, such as the Workfare Income Supplement (WIS), and 
Workfare Training Support (WTS), both of which are conditional schemes targeted at lower-







Appendix B: Demographic profiles of the mothers 
No. Name Age Housing No. of Children Occupation Status Low income? Organisation  
1 Hawa 53 Rental Four Cleaner Divorcee Yes Specialist 
FSC 
2 Fazliah 48 Rental Five Periodically-
employed 
Divorcee Yes Specialist 
FSC 
3 Sabariah 49 Rental Four Unemployed Divorcee Yes Specialist 
FSC 
4 Rose 38 Rental One Bakery Assistant Divorcee Yes Specialist 
FSC 
5 Rohayah  50 Rental Two Unemployed Divorcee Yes Specialist 
FSC 
6 Fitrah 48 Rental Five Freelance 
masseuse 
Divorcee Yes Specialist 
FSC 
7 Kalsum 51 Rental Two Unemployed Divorcee Yes Specialist 
FSC 




Divorcee Yes Specialist 
FSC 
9 Safiyah 49 Four-room Four Unemployed Widow Yes Specialist 
FSC 
10 Hajar 57 Four-room One Unemployed Widow Yes Specialist 
FSC 
11 Hafsah 40 Rental Two Periodically-
employed 
Divorcee Yes Horizon 
Services 
12 Habibah 46 Rental Two, and two grandchildren Unemployed Divorcee Yes Horizon 
Services 
13 Zainab 43 Rental Three, and an elderly mother Odd jobs Divorcee Yes Horizon 
Services 






14 Noor 41 Rental Three Unemployed Divorcee Yes Horizon 
Services 
15 Liana 37 Rental Three Part-time beauty 
salon assistant 
Divorcee Yes Horizon 
Services 
16 Maria 36 Rental Four Unemployed Divorcee Yes N/A 
17 Hasanah 43 Rental Six Cleaner Divorcee Yes N/A 
18 Maryam  35 Rental Three Cleaner Divorcee Yes N/A 
19 Farina 55 Rental Six Periodically-
employed 
Divorcee Yes N/A  
20 Sarah 57 Rental Two Unemployed Divorcee Yes N/A 
21 Zaitun 33 Four-room Two Admin and 
graphics 
assistant 
Divorcee No Specialist 
FSC 
22 Linda 42 Four-room Three, and elderly parents Admin assistant Divorcee No Specialist 
FSC 
23 Faezah 47 Five-room Two, and an elderly mother Civil Servant Widow No  Specialist 
FSC  
24 Ruqaiyah 40 Three-room Two Admin assistant Divorcee No N/A 
25 Aisha 45 Five-room Four Secretary Divorcee No N/A 
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Appendix C: Interview Schedule 
 
Section A: Background  
  
1. How old are you this year? 
 
2. How long have you been a single-mother? 
 
3. How many children do you have? What are their ages? What are they doing now? 
 
4. Are you working now? As? How long have you worked in this job? 
 
5. Are you receiving any form of child maintenance support from your ex-spouse? Is it 
enough? If no: why so? [Probe for experiences of negotiating the court system, and 
possible difficulties. Ask about the adequacy of maintenance funds in the household] 
 
6. Where do you stay? What type of flat? 
 
Section B: Questions on interviewees’ life experiences as single-mothers 
 
1. Can/Could you describe a typical day for you in your household?  
 
2. How do/did you find having to balance between breadwinning and caregiving? Do 
you think that you currently have enough time to manage these two roles?  
 
3. Have you experienced any kind of negative remarks regarding your status as a single-
mother? Have your children experienced it? If yes: how did you feel? How did you 
deal with it? 
 
4. Have you experienced anything that you felt was discriminatory towards you due to 
your gender, race, marital status?  
 
5. How different/similar is your life now as compared to when you were married? For 
better or worst in your opinion? 
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6. Who do you usually turn to when you encounter difficulties? 
 
7. How did you get to know of this organisation? Through whom?  [Only for Specialist 
and Horizon informants].  
 
8. What are some of the best moment(s) in your life as a single-mother? What are some 
of the most difficult moment(s) in your life as a single-mother?  
 
9. What are some of things in your life now that you find challenging? 
 
10. What are some of your aspirations for your children? 
 
11. From this interview, what is the one thing that you would like to highlight?  
 
 
 
